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Invitation to the reader 


Reading a book can be like conversing with a knowledgeable friend. But it is a 
one-way conversation. The author speaks and his readers listen. Frequently, 
the author anticipates his reader’s thoughts and answers his questions. 
Otherwise, these questions remain unanswered. 

In order to assist the readers of this monograph, the International Institute 
for Adult Literacy Methods (ITALM) seeks to engage him in a dialogue. 
Today, we live in an age in which communications are rapid and not expensive. 
Therefore, we suggest that the reader send his questions to the HALM, as well 
as any problems which might arise in the use of this monograph. Ifthe Institute 
itself cannot help, it will endeavour to put the reader in touch with someone 
who can. 

We want to know if you. the reader, are satisfied with this monograph. What 
we have set out to do is: (a) to create an understanding of visual literacy by 
showing the making of visuals and graphics as part of a process of communica- 
tion designed to achieve both cultural continuity and change; (b) to suggest 
steps for planning and designing visual messages for functional literacy and 
development; and (c) to provide sufficient guidance to the reader to enable him 
to do something practical with the monograph in his working life. 

Have we achieved these objectives? The Institute would welcome your ver- 
dict and would be pleased to share your opinions with the authers. Write to: 
The Director, International Institute for Adult Literacy Methods, P.O. Box 
1555, Tehran, iran. 


The language of pictures: 
notes from the Editor 


A literacy worker who understands his job weli cannor then define it 
narrowly—that is, merely in terns of the teaching of reading, writing and 
arithmetic to illiterate adults. A functional literacy worker, while he is 
teaching the 3 Rs to adult groups, is also providing them with training in 
new economic skills. At the same time, he is arranging new social 
experiences and creating new modes of political education. He is in- 
tervening in the lives of people and in community structures in many 
different and important ways. He is being a culture-maker. 

Culture-making is serious business. To meet the challenges of his new 
role of culture-maker the literacy worker would require knowledge and 
comprehension equal to his new image. The literacy worker must have 
visions that are global, and a sense of humanity that can accommodate all 
humai beings. To great ends he must add effective means. He must not be 
naive about the existing social, economic, political and institutional struc- 
tures. He must have some understanding of how they are put together and 
how they might be renewed or changed to serve humanity. He must himself 
have economic literacy to understand how goods in a society are produced 
and distributed, and who labours for whom. He must have political literacy 
to understand how power is distributed in the society between classes and 
groups, and how it is maintained through institutions and individual 
endeavours. He must have organizational literacy to understand the 
behaviour of organizations so that he can create and manage systems of 
action, and cope with the institutions that he encounters. And, of course, he 
must have visual literacy to be able to read his own culture’s visual idiom, 
to compare this visual idiom with others, including the predominant inter- 
national ones, and to use visual messages for communication. 

Visual literacy is especially important for the literacy worker as he 
engages in the tasks of teaching adult illiterates to read and write. A con- 
siderable part of the burden of teaching verbal literacy is carried on the 
shoulders of non-verbal—mostly visual—communication. Some methods 
of teaching people to read depend heavily on the association of words with 
pictures. Most literacy primers include graphic illustrations. Functional 
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literacy and other development communication programmes depend 
heavily on posters, flannelgraphs and flashcard sets. The literacy worker 
accepts, unquestioningly, the conventional wisdom that seeing is believing. 
Since pictures can be seen, he assumes that they must communicate infor- 
mation and beliefs to the adult illiterate looking at them. He realizes too 
late that pictures also need to be read; that those he has put in his primer, 
on drill cards, story posters, or on the flannelgraphs, are not always com- 
municating the ideas he set out to teach. 

There are numerous anecdotes circulating within the literacy subculture 
which teil of the dismay of literacy workers when they found out that the 
pictures they thought must surely communicate, did not communicate. 
Illustrations included in primers have often turned out to be nothing more 
than smudges of ink. Conceptions of perspective are not understood. The 
meaning of pictorial conventions is missed. The human head or hand 
without the whole body is seen by the adult illiterate as bloody and gory, or 
simply funny. They have never seen a smiling face that was not attached to 
a body, a mosquito ‘that big’, or a man who was carrying a mountain on 
his head. The African farmer shown in the chart is not black enough. so he 
is seen as a half-caste. The beautifully drawn posters celebrating the Inter- 
national Women’s Year mean nothing at all to the group of adult women 
gathered for a literacy class in Iran, since the visual idiezn is too classical or 
too modernistic. Pictures need explaining. Pictures need to be taught. It is 
not just some anecdotes such as these which tell us that pictures are not 
always understood by the people for whom they have been produced. 
There is considerable scientific research which says the same thing—peo- 
ple must be taught how to ‘read’ pictures. Researchers have. indeed, found 
that cultures have their own particular graphic idioms; people from 
different social groups and classes identify with different visual symbols 
and read them differently, visuals include special conventions which must 
be learned in order to understand them; and the composition of a picture 
can be so handled as to draw the viewer’s attention to particular parts of 
the picture and in a particular order. 

For the literacy worker himself, visual literacy is important. He must, of 
course, have visual literacy so that he can teach it to the adult groups he 
works with. Also, his understanding of visual literacy will illuminate the 
processes of learning to read and write with which he is more substantively 
concerned. The understanding that each culture has its own graphic idiom 
with its own rules should make the literacy worker sensitive to the struc- 
tures of languages in general. 

Anne Zimmer and Fred Zimmer have both been interested in visual 
design for years. Fred Zimmer is a professor of visual communication 
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design in the Industrial Design Department at The Ohio State University. 
Anne Zimmer is a communication researcher. Together they bring a for- 
midable background of training and experience to the discussion of visual 
literacy and the design of graphic communications. Both have travelled 
extensively to various parts of the world and have spent a long period of 
time in India studying visual traditions at first hand. 

The monograph, Visual literacy in communication: designing for 
development, as the name suggests, is about visual literacy, communication 
and visual design. It goes beyond mere definition und does more than 
provide a theoretical framework. The monograph ‘elates to the practical 
concerns of designing culture-oriented visual materials for use in functional 
literacy and development communication in different cultures and coun- 
tries. Tne guidelines are intended to be useful to all designers of visual 
materials whatever their cultural setting. The message is: Read your own 
culture and understand your own visual language as you design visual 
messages for use in your particular cultural setting. 

The series of monographs of which this Uook is a part has been designed 
for middle-level literacy workers. We have had in view an individual who 
does not spend all his time planning and administering in the upper levels of 
bureaucracies, nor do we have in mind somecne who spends most of his 
time working with individuals and groups in one particular community. We 
are thinking of a literacy worker who, as the head of, perhaps, a district- 
level programme, is in charge of a number of supervisors, extension 
workers, monitors and literacy teachers. Or, as a specialist, he is part of a 
team in charge of a national project and is specializing in a particuiar 
aspect of literacy work. In either case, we see him as a person with some 
autonomy in his work, a person who can apply some of the ideas he learns 
from these monographs without having to get too many orders and official 
clearances from the powers that be. 

This particular monograph speaks directly to the artist and the designer 
of visuai materials, but not to him alone. We recommend it to the user of 
visual materials, to the programme planner, to the literacy supervisor and 
to the administrator. The hope is that the monograph: (a) will help the artist 
in designing culture-oriented materials; (b) will help the administrator to 
plan for an appropriate communication and visual materials programme 
and to find support for such a programme; and (c) will assist literacy 
organizers and other users in becoming discriminating critics of graphic 
materials produced or obtained from exterior distribution channels. While 
this monograph has been produced as part of the programme of the Inter- 
national Institute for Adult Literacy Methods and while we do address this 
monograph especially to the literacy worker, this is not ‘off limits’ to other 
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development workers. On the contrary, this materiai will be of clear and 
direct use to those working in community development, agricultural exten- 
sion, health education and family planning. We hope that most develop- 
ment workers will find in this monograph important ideas that they can put 
to use in the design of graphic materials to fulfil their special communica- 
tion needs. 

We like to think that this monograph will have appeal outside the 
literacy and development subculture. It is common knowledge that most of 
those who come out of colleges in the developing world with their diplomas, 
do so without any understanding of their visual environment and of their 
own heritage in culture and communication. This monograph can educate 
those college graduates and give them a new awareness about their visual 
environment. It can articulate for them what is as yet diffused. It can put 
them in touch with their heritage. By helping them understand the relativity 
of the communication idiom in each different culture, it can help them to 
respect their own cultural values, so that they are not overwhelmed by the 
Western mode. And where they do use Western communication modes 
based on the mass technology, they can do so with a stance that includes 
both strength and sensitivity. 

The monograph includes between its covers a rich collection of visual 
materials. For those engaged in functional literacy and development com- 
munication, here is a mini-gallery of graphics packed in a book. Books and 
monographs on visual literacy have too often been written by non-artists 
—researchers who propose elegant definitions, and present experimental 
results with abstract theories of iconic symbols. Here is a designer co- 
authoring a monograph on visual literacy, and he illustrates the points 
made in the monograph by including examples of various types, styles and 
idioms. They communicate without words. They are valuable suggestions 
of what designers of visual materials could do with resources from their 
own environments to communicate with farmers in villages, hunters in the 
bush, and herders on the plains. 

My experience, unfortunately, has been that artists working on develop- 
ment projects in the Third World do not read much. They may leaf through 
the Poster annual, but they will not read a short article in the Sunday 
newspaper about new directions in art or about new interpretations of con- 
temporary reality by a society’s creative artists. I do hope and pray that 
artists working on functional literacy and other developmental projects in the 
developing world will read the text of this monograph and attempt to work 
through the practical exercises proposed by the authors. 

In the final section of the monograph, the Zimmers have included infor- 
mal notes on some of the more useful books in the area that some readers 
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might want to consult. Readers may also find in these pages discussion of 
some issues that have been more fully discussed in other monographs in 
this series. Sohan Singh’s Learning to read and reading to learn: an ap- 
proach to a system of literacy instruction would be excellent complemen- 
tary reading. Sohan Singh writes, of course, of the other literacy—that is, 
verbal literacy. S. Thiagarajan’s Programmed instruction for literacy 
workers presents in much greater detail the concept of planning by objec- 
tives. H. S. Bhola’s Evaluating functional literacy includes ideas that would 
be useful for producing valid data for use in the planning and designing 
stages, and in testing the impact of visual communications on individuals 


and communities. 
H. S. Bhola 
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Introduction 


This monograph is about reading, but not about reading words. Experts 
say that people get 80 per cent of their information from what they see. To 
do that, we all ‘read’ many things. Words are important, but we leave the 
many aspects of verbal literacy to the other monographs in this series. 

The purpose of most development materials is to communicate informa- 
tion, so we focus here on the communication process itself, and on visual 
communicaticn in particular. Along with literacy workers, we hope to 
reach anyone interested in social and economic development who wants to 
communicate new information in ways that people can understand, and in 
forms that dispose them to use it. We want especially to reach the peoples 
of the developing world, and we would like to help them use their own rich 
visual heritage in the heroic struggle for modernization. 

To that end, we have written a ‘why to’ as well as a ‘how to’ manue! on 
visual communication. When we come to practical processes and 
problems, we do not forget print. This is still the cheapest and most widely 
available of the modern visual media, and too often it is chosen for only 
those reasons. Print, however, has both strengths and weaknesses in com- 
munication, which must be considered in its design. We also suggest some 
ways to adapt in whole or part, traditional media and visual language to 
modern messages. These traditional media are often readily available but, 
for reasons we shall explain, people tend to overlook them. 

Parts of what we have to say will be more relevant to some people than 
to others. Chapter I provides the kind of understanding that can help 
graphics and other visual forms contribute much more to communication 
for development than they do now. We feel it has something to say to 
people working in any visual medium, and we recommend it particularly to 
policy-makers and administrators. Without their support, putting the ideas 
into action in the next two parts would be difficult indeed. 

We hope project planners and directors will continue to read through 
portions of these next two chapters. The second chapter outlines the kind of 
information visual artists and designers need. Project planners can help 
visual artists by giving them the possibility to collect this information, 


13 


14 VISUAL LITERACY IN COMMUNICATION 


either alone or with other members of the project team. 

Chapter III sets forth a systematic design process, from organizing 
research through to readying projects for reproduction. It has two 
emphases which the reader may find helpful, even if he decides that another 
way of proceeding suits his purposes better. First, it organizes the whole 
process according to a communication modei. Thus the main objective 
remains prominent at all times. Second, it emphasizes the role of the visual, 
which is often dealt with insufficiently in most discussions of the design 
process. 

As for visual artists and designers, we hope they will bear with us all the 
way—even though we have been told that they would rather read visuals 
than words! Chapters II and III include sections of specific information 
chosen to help a visual artist analyse visual language and to use it effective- 
ly in his projects. We have tried to insert these sections where he wiil find 
them most useful. We have also tried to make the rest of the monograph 
sufficiently complete to guide him through small projects on his own, and 
to make him a useful decision-making member of larger projects. 

The procedures outlined here were developed by Fred Zimmer at The 
Ohio State University, where he is professor of Visual Communication. His 
students have used it successfully in many settings, including community- 
based public communication projects. On the basis of reading, research 
and wide-ranging first-hand observation, his methods have now been 
adapted for use in other parts of the world. We are very much aware, 
however, that situations differ greatly in different places—in fact, that is 
one of our main points. So, to make this monograph truly useful will 
require a great deal of active co-operation from the readers themselves. 

Writing and illustrating this book has been hard work. Implementing it will 
be too. We hope the users will find that doing so is worth the effort. 


CHAPTER I 


Understanding visual literacy 


It is easy to see why literacy plays an important part in economic and 
social development. A literate housewife can read about how to raise a 
healthy family, and how and why she may want to limit the number of her 
children. A literate farmer can read about good seeds and crops. A literate 
factory worker can follow directions and do his job better. In short, reading 
anc writing are important ways to give and obtain new information. 

Many kinds of information can be communicated visually without 
words. When pictures of keywords, charts, graphs and other illustrations 
are used to teach people to read, visual literacy is helping to teach verbal 
literacy. Yet over and over we hear that the visual part of this teaching, and 
other ways of using visuals for development, are not getting through very 
well. 


The problem 


Have you heard by chance about the film meant to show how mosquitos 
carry disease? It was full of close-ups of the insects, and people watching it 
decided, ‘We do not have to worry. Our mosquitos are so much smaller!’ 
Or about the literacy teacher and the beautiful set of posters. She put them 
up, and the whole class liked looking at them. No one realized, not even the 
teacher, that the designs spelled out words, and the posters were meant for 
teaching reading. And then there was the agricultural agent. He drew a pic- 
ture in perspective, showing how to space transplanted coffee trees. When 
he returned, he found that the farmers had followed the picture exactly. The 
first row was short, with the plants close together. The next rows were 
successively longer, and the plants ... further apart! 

Can a better understanding of how we get information from what we 
see—visual literacy—lead to planning and designing more effective visual 
materials? We think s3. Certainly all the stories about misunderstood 
visual aids suggest it is worth trying. 
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The agricultural agent in the story just told was doing exactly what 
many other people working in mass communication for development do. 
Typically, they use such media as print, television and film. They design in 
what they think is an international style and adapt some of the details to fit 
the local situation. They then assume that the people they want to reach 
will understand. 

Often they assume too much. The people may understand something 
quite different—like the audience in the film on mosquitos. First of all, they 
may need to learn new visual conventions, such as perspective. Or, like the 
teacher with her literacy class, they may not be able to decipher the 
graphics which are meant to help them to read! 

The result? All too often the need to communicate is great, the resources 
are precious and the intentions are good. But the effort is wasted. The right 
people do not get the right message. 


COMMUNICATION IS VITAL FOR DEVELOPMENT 


Communication can be a vital link between a country’s policy and its 
progress. Mass communication can get information to many people quick- 
ly. Thus, it can help them to get much of the knowledge they need to make 
better lives for themselves in the twentieth century. But while many people 
are now aware that modernization is a complex process, fewer realize that 
communication too is a complex process. 

Essentially, to communicate is to share an idea—at other times a feeling. 
It is not merely io say something or to do something. Ideally, communica- 
tion for development gets the right information to the right people in the 
right form—so that the right things happen. Needless to say, this ideal is 
not always achieved. Neither can we promise that it will be if you follow 
our suggestions. We think they will help, though. 


VISUAL DESIGN FOR WHOK ? 


Let us suppose, for a moment, that the agricultural agent of our story had 
learned how his farmers usually represented a field (assuming they had a 
way). If he made his drawings accordingly, then he would have com- 
municated; the farmers would have learned; the people and the country 
would have profited. An appropriate illustration would have given our 
story a happy ending! 

The idea occurred to us aboutten years ago that most development graphics 
are designed from the wrong point of view. We were in India then, studying 
how pictures carry both modern and traditional information. The literacy and 
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other development materials we saw seemed to be intended for the kind of peo- 
ple who were producing them, rather than for those in the villages whe needed 
them. 

Since then, we have found similar situations in many different countries. 
Throughout their lives people receive a great deal of information from 
various kinds of painting, sculpture and other cultural forms used to make 
ideas visible. And the printed literacy materials and other development 
graphics we saw had little or no relation to them. Here is what we said 
about India ten years ago: 


Materials directed toward the adult illiterate ... appear to be descended from 
the world of missionary pamphlets written thousands of miles away and 
directed toward nineteenth-century English audiences with a taste for sentimen- 
talized realism .... 

And these communication attempts are achievec at great price and against 
great odds. The ancient presses, broken type, poor silk screens, adulterated 
inks, power failures, film and chemical shortages, strikes, lack of skilled per- 
sonnel and replacement parts, to say nothing of the monsoons and dust storms, 
are the despair of the country’s educators, writers, artists and designers .... 
Surely somehow, with such a marvellous tradition of communication operating 
within the subcontinent, Western ideas might be promulgated in ways that are 
neither so alien nor so difficult to accomplish .... 

The reason for this situation is neither shortsightedness nor ineptitude. Given 
the meagreness of their resources, the Indians are doing an outstanding job. 
What needs to be examined is the pervasive, often probably subconscious, 
nature of that job. 


We cannot see that there has been much fundamental change in visual 
design, either in India or in other parts of the developing world. The 
technological difficulties may be less, but they are still there. The drawings 
may not all look like sentimental missionary pamphlets, but neither do they 
resemble that people’s cther visual materials. And over and over again we 
hear and we read that this or that people do not understand pictures 
because they have no experience with pictures—for they have none. 

What kinds of pictures? Art exhibitions, books and our own experience 
tell us that these same people (who supposedly have not seen pictures) have 
houses decorated with beautiful—and meaningful—designs. Or they 
express similar ideas through objects, costumes, toys or dances, in daily life 
or at festivals. In every place where we have been (and we have not been 
everywhere) people already have ways to express ideas visually. Unfor- 
tunately, these are not the ways of the artists and development workers 
trying to reach them. 
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WHERE DO YOUR IDEAS COME FROM? 


Many people working in development have dedicated their lives to their 
country and their countrymen. They are intelligent. They are a selective 
group. Why, then, are they so blind to their own visual heritage? As we 
shall see, much of the answer lies in history. And that history has produced 
a special relationship between them and their culture. 

If you are dedicated to modernizing, stop and think about where many 
of your ideas came from. We guess they have been much influenced by 
Europe, the United States of America or both, either directly or indirectly. 
Perhaps you have settled in what we will call the Euro-American 
culture—the source, almost the definition, of so many modern ideas. If not, 
your school may have been influenced by such models. Thus, you under- 
stand easily the line-drawings, photographs, charts, graphs and maps in 
most literacy and development materials because you learned them 
thoroughly many years ago in school. Why should you doubt that they are 
universal? The people who taught you—even those who taught com- 
munication—did not consider them alien. 

Nevertheless, all these visual conventions have their own history. 
Perspective, for instance, flowered in Renaissance Europe. Drawings or 
photographs using perspective show how things look from one point of 
view. However, perspective is hardly a central concern of other art styles. 
Why should the people of rural Africa, Asia or South America, or in any of 
the industrializing cities of the developing world, understand perspec- 
tive—to them an alien mode of expression—unless they learn it, just as 
you did? 

Most communication theory as we know it today was developed in the 
industrialized West. Even when used with the best of intentions, it tends to 
overlook the strengths of other cultural idioms. For example, an engaging 
book on communication in Africa has been written by a Scandinavian 
author who knows both his subject and the continent well. It is adimirabie 
in many ways. However, it takes little notice of the kinds of com- 
munication—visual and otherwise—that have been important in spreading 
and maintaining traditional African cultures. Later, we will look at some of 
the reasons why such omissions occur. Let us just say here that traditional 
forms are at least worth looking into. Perhaps some of them could be 
enlisted in the cause of development. In the case of visual communication, 
we hope to show you how, when and if it is appropriate. 


THE RIGHT VISUALS FOR THE RIGHT PEOPLE 


There are people who are trying their best to prepare visual messages their 
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countrymen can understand. Some film-makers, for instance, are saying: “If 
we zoom,’ into buildings, our people wiil think the buildings are falling on 
them. If we pan,” across a landscape, they think the mountains are moving. 
We must find ways to make films that they will understand.’ Others are 
trying to identify these ways in the gravhic arts. One recent study found 
out that, out of thirteen posters designed to a~sist in the teaching of literacy, 
all but one were misunderstood. The derision, sensibly, was to redesign the 
posters, not the people. 

That was no simple job. It is useless to ask a traditional artist to draw, 
for instance, a hypodermic needle that his people will recognize. Ways of 
visualizing which will be understood by people who have not been exposed 
to the idea of immunization must involve a creative approach. This means 
learning to analyse the visual language used by the traditional artist and his . 
clients, and adapting it to make new messages. 

His style may not be the best choice. Many people have now been 
exposed to the modern media and to the visual language that goes with it. 
Those with several years of schooling can often understand pictures found 
in development materials. This is not surprising since both use the same 
style of illustration. But it does not mean that you can safely use this type 
of illustration with all audiences. Studies show that even people who have 
been thoroughly exposed to the mcdern media can make startling mis- 
understandings with examples of the so-called international visual style. 
Sometimes you may even decide to use visual conventions that you know 
your audience does not understand, for they may indeed be the best, or 
even the only ones available to visualize what you want to convey. 

These are only a few of the factors to consider in choosing a com- 
munication form and a graphic style. It is for this reason that we advise the 
kinds of research and systematic decision-making and development you 
will find described in Chapters II and III. 


What you already know 

When we say that many people have been blind to the visual language of 
their own culture, it would perhaps be fairer to say that they do not grasp 
its full possibilities. You already know a great deal about your own visual 
language. You learned it naturally through the process of growing up. It 
remains to become aware of what you know, to extend that awareness 
systematically, and to put it to work. 

In the following section, we will point out some of the influences on the 
development of visual language. We will describe some of the ways it com- 
municates in different parts of the world. This will involve examining many 
1. To ‘zoom’ is to adjust the lens of a movie-camera so that an object in view will become 

very close or very distant. 


2. To ‘pan’ is to move a movie-camera across an entire scene or landscape or to follow a 
particular character. 
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more visual forms than just drawings and photographs. People com- 
municate visually with their bodies, clothing, jewelry, household utensiis, 
sacred objects, painting and sculpture, even their houses and town plans. 
All of these provide raw material you can draw on to make your own 
visual communications effective. 


A way to find out more 
In the rest of this monograph you will find some questions and exercises in- 
cluded in the text in boid type. These are meant to help you relate different 
idioms to your own cultural situation and to the lives of the people you will 
want to communicate with. Through doing these exercises you will be able 
to cescribe the kinds of communication, particularly visual language and 
literacy, in your area. If you do not make visuals yourself. you may not 
want to carry out each exercise right throug’): to th- end. But if you do, you 
will be putting together your own design manual based on your own 
culture’s visual language. 

However much you do, you will be a pioneer. The culture-oriented visual 
grammar books, dictionaries and design manuals have not yet been written. 
Perhaps you will write one. 


WHAT IS VISUAL LITERACY? 


How do we get information from what we see? Very likely no one has the 
complete answer. Yet this is ihe key question for anyone concerned with 
designing visual materials. The more we know about this process, the beiter 
able we are to design in ways that will be understood. 

If you are not blind, or a baby (and then you would hardly be reading 
this monograph!) you get a great deal cf information trom many kir.ds of 
things you see. So, presumably, do the people you want to reach. 

People do not get the same information from the things they see, even 
though they ma: be looking at the same things. For the meaning of any 
language, visual or verbal, is not in words, letters, lines, colours or spaces. 
Rather it is in us. We have learned to attach meaning to these symbols. 
When we all understand a word or a picture in somewhat the same way, we 
have learned enough of the same meaning for it to allow us to com- 
municate. Two people probably never understand the same word or picture 
in exactly the same way. This is so because the way we interpret it is basec 
on our associations with it, and these always vary. If we bring vastl 
different associations to the same word or picture, we may misunderstand 
each other. And when the differences are too great, we cannot com- 
municate at all, 
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Obviously, if you speak to me in Pushtoo and 1 know only French, 1 will 
not understand. The two linguistic codes are completely different. If you 
speak the French of Paris and I know only the kind spoken in Haiti or 
Quebec, we may still misunderstand each other. The two linguistic codes 
are somewhat different. It is not so easy to see, though, that the same prin- 
ciples apply to visual languages. Visual codes can also differ. 

Perhaps you know people in some remote part of your country who 
have watched a film or television pregramme made to entertain people in 
the United States or some other distant country. Do you know how they in- 
terpret this imported message? The chances are, it does not have the same 
effect on them as it probably had on its primary audience. That is one 
reason why American films have been blamed and credited with all sorts 
of effects on peoples all over the world. 

If you can speak two or more languages, you also know that people do 
not understand those languages automatically. Probably when you do not 
get through with one language, you try another. Some people cannot quite 
comprehend this idea, for they have not been exposed much to other 
cultures and languages. Often when others do not understand them, they 
begin to talk louder and louder, or more and more slowly, or both. Many 
people working with visual communications in the developing countries are 
doing much the same thing. 

These designers of visual materials need visual literacy, which is the 
ability to understand at a conscious level the visual language used within a 
particular culture or cultures. They are able to design messages using their 
visual literacy skills. The point must be made that people can and should 
learn to understand visual language better. This applies especially to artists, 
designers and heads of visual communication projects, who need to 
become more conscious of all kinds of visual language and more 
sophisticated in its use. Visual communication is capable of carrying much 
more information than it actually does nowadays, and more than most peo- 
ple realize. But the burden of communication is on the communicator, not 
on the audience. 


Seeing and knowing 

The way we receive information through sight is complex. Science still can- 
not explain completely how we do it. Yet we do so constantly, and usually 
with very little effort. We identify a friend in a crowd, for instance. We 
wave and smile. He waves back. We have used a complicated set of inter- 
acting cues naturally, with little thought. Have you done something like this 
recently? Try to remember the visual cues that separated someone you 
knew from the others in the crowd. 
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We can pick out a friend 
in a crowd. Otherwise it 
is just a crowd. 


A lot of visual communication happens very easily. Think, for example, 
of what you can learn about a stranger in one glance. Sex, and approximate 
age, are almost always apparent. Sometimes region, occupation, religion 
and even socio-economic status are apparent too. Look at someone you do 
not know. Make a mental list of everything you can tell about him or her 
by looking. Identify the visual cues that gave you each piece of 
information. 

Non-verbal visual communication often plays a big part in the verbal 
messages we receive as well. We read the words on a poster, for instance, 
and get yet another message from its design. The visual message can add to 
the verbal message. It can say the same thing and thus make the message 
stronger. It can explain what the words say and so help peopie to read 
them. But it can contradict what the words say, if we are not careful 
designers. See if you can find examples of each of these ways in which words 
and pictures can be related. 

We understand visual messages by organizing their parts, or elements, 
into a whole. We can do this in a large number of ways. The parts may 
cover distances in space from vast to tiny. They may have three dimensions 
or only two. Materials, colours and textures can vary. So can forms and 
the way they are combined. We glance at a newspaper. We watch a film. 
We look for a bus stop, or a stray animal, or the emergency room at the 
hospital. Each time we are organizing many visual elements into a message 
that has meaning for us. 

We do all this easily because we have been doing it since we were babies. 
Our past successes and failures, our pleasant and painful experiences, all 
influence the meaning of what we see. They affect the intellectual content of 
the message and our feelings about it. They affect how much we believe the 
message and its effect on us. They decide, finally, whether we accept or 
reject the message. 
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Try to think of a visual symbol that means the same thing intellectually, but 
„ot emotionally, to you and to someone else. If it were an important part of 
some communication, would that communication have the same effect on 
you? Do you think the emotional effect of graphics is important in how 
they communicate? 


Society, environment and communication 
In different places, people learn different kinds of things from visual - 
language. Many can tell the main characters in a religious drama by their 
make-up, props and costumes. Some can ‘read’ the meaning of holiday 
food displayed on dishes. The ingredients, preparation, arrangement and 
location of the dish may all contribute to this meaning. Some people can 
look at a painting on the wall of a building and know that a certain god is 
worshipped inside, or a marriageable daughter lives there, or ice is for sale. 
If we do not know the reason for these visual symbols, we do not get the 
same meaning from them. 

The ways people communicate grow out of their surroundings. Nature, 
or the physical environment; culture, or the forms we invent to deal with 
our environment (including each other); and society, or the way people are 
organized in relation to each other, all have their parts in determining how 
people will communicate. 

Both nature and what man does with it probably influence how we 
perceive at a very basic level. This in turn affects the visual communication 
forms we develop. People contained on a high plateau or island, or in a 
valley, receive and pass on information in ways that differ from people 
scattered over a flat plain. 


What are visual messages made of? 

Messages can be made from almost anything. Where wood is plentiful, it 
will probably be carved into forms that communicate. Where rains are 
heavy, messages meant to last will probably not be made out of earth. 
People can go to tremendous trouble and expense to get the materials they 
want for messages. Many of us have seen gold, silver and precious stones 
used this way. In pre-Spanish South America, the important men prized 
coloured feathers and would not let others wear them. In Egypt, the 
Pharoahs spent years and thousands of their subjects’ lives to have huge 
stones dragged across the deserts to build pyramids whose purpose was to 
announce that these rulers were immortal. 
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List some material that is commonly used to make messages in your area. 
List some rare or costly material that the rich and powerful in your society 
have prized for making messages. 


Materials have a lot to do with determining the forms of messages, and 
these forms are more various than we usually think. The Indians of the 
Andes kept accounts with knotted string. Modern technology can send 
messages with laser beams, and bounce them off satell:tes. And then. of 
course, there are the forms we think of more often, such as painting, sculp- 
ture, plays, film and television. Can you think of some unusual message 
form in your own culture? 


The influence of occupation in communication 

What people do for a living affects the communications they develop. 
Farming, herding, fishing, trading, manufacturing and many other oc- 
cupations have their effect. Isolated herdsmen in the Alps, for example, 
developed a high-pitched yodel which carries far, for they could not see 
each other behind the mountains and trees. Fishermen rarely vse noise 
because. it might frighten the fish. Instead, in many parts of the world, they 
signal from their boats with flags and lights. 


Write down a communication form, visual or not, that you think is related 
to an occupation. What is the connection? 


Social relationships and communication 

The relationships among groups influence the kinds of communication 
forms they develop. If two groups exchange only a few goods, they dc not 
need an elaborate system of shared symbols. However, if they are linked by 
complex ties, such as religion and kinship, the communication forms they 
use are likely to be more complicated. 

The educated urban élites, for example, can communicate, even among 
total strangers, through newspapers, letters, traffic signs, etc. Many of these 
forms require literacy. The problem is that the urban élites sometimes tend 
to take literacy for granted when communicating with the rural sub- 
cultures. If they want to convey some information to farmers, for instance, 
they may put it into printed words. But if the farmers cannot read, much 
well-intentioned effcrt will go to waste. 


Go to some nearby town or village and find a non-ve ‘bal visual sign. Can 
you understand it? Find out what it means to someone who lives there. 
Could you use that sign to communicate development information to that 
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person? In Chapter II, we suggest ways to analyse such signs and symbols 
in order to use them to get messages across. 


Some other ways of communicating 

Our discussion of communication barriers and breakdowns should not be 
taken to mean that no communication is taking place among groups and 
subcultures. Some exchange of ideas and methods is going on all the time. 
Town and village, tribe and tribe, country and country—even different and 
distant cultures—have been communicating with each other throughout 
history. The process has been slow and tortuous, but nonetheless impor- 
tant. Many anthropologists consider this diffusion basic to the whole idea 
of culture. Information tends to flow to and through societies in ways that 
maintain them. Yet it seems very likely that no two cultures have exactly 
the same communication forms and patterns. There are too many reasons 
why they can differ. 


Some other reasons for cultural differences 

Forms of government, language, religion and family relationship all in- 
fluence how we communicate. So do population patterns, particularly loca- 
tion, proximity and density. The dominant psychological characteristics of 
a people also have an effect. And so do the degree of industrialization, 
economic growth and stagnation, and the attitudes of the country’s leaders - 
and policy-makers towards the people. 

And, finally, so does history. Countries may be situated in similar 
climatic zones and may have similar social institutions, yet colonization 
and other forms of contact with other nations can lead to the adoption of 
different forms of visual symbols and different means of communicating 
them. 


What visual communication forms can you think of that came into your 
society from another culture? Is some group in your society more likely to 
understand them than another? 


MEDIATED AND UNMEDIATED COMMUNICATION 


People working in film, print, television, etc., usually divide com- 
munications into two broad groups, ‘mediated’ and ‘unmediated’. 
Unmediated communication happens more casually, sometimes un- 
consciously, and it is usually more short-lived. Communicators study it 
mostly as raw material for their own efforts, which they call mediated. 
Mediated communication is made consciously, via some medium. 
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This is a convenient distinction, for it calls attention to many ways of 
making messages which you might otherwise overlook. Even so, if they are 
not used correctly, your messages can be misunderstood. 

But do not assume that mediated communication is restricted to the 
modern media. Purposefully made messages take many forms. They can 
range from flannelboards to fireworks, as well as the many others we have 
already mentioned. A lot of these forms will also provide raw materials you 
can draw on to make your own messages more easily understood. 


Kinds of visual communication 

Body language. Our own bodies are the most immediate visual media. We 
use facial expressions and movements constantly to qualify what we say, or 
to add more meaning. Sometimes we even contradict with our bodies what 
we say with our mouths! We can carry on silent conversations too, with 
sneers, beckons and come-hither (or go-away) looks. We turn toward 
people in invitation and away in rejection. 

We send and receive this body language very accurately, even when we 
do not realize it. We think, for instance, ‘My husband is angry’, ‘My 
mother-in-law is in a good mood’, ‘My child is sleepy’, and often we are not 
conscious of how we know. The person who gave us this information is rot 
conscious of doing so either. 


When you are with someone else, watch how he or she uses his or her body 
unconsciously. Later on, try to write down what that person ‘said’ with 
body language. Can you identify each gesture or position that gave you 
each piece of information? 


We also use our bodies consciously. We make signs that convey informa- 
tion when we point to something, or direct traffic, or pray. We make other 
kinds of messages when we ‘make faces’ to amuse a baby, or frown to tell 
someone we disapprove of something. All these ways to use our bodies 
seem very natural, as we have said—we are not even aware of many of 
them. Yet they are learned, and the ways we stand, walk, carry loads, sit 
and so forth can be interpreted differently in different places. 


Clothes communicate, ioo: 
Peruvian Indians 
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Dress and objects. We also communicate about ourselves through dress 
and other adornments. In some places, clothing, tattoos, jewelry and other 
marks often serve to identify people. Hats, for instance, can show a per- 
son’s sex, region, perhaps even social or marital status. 
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Religious svmbols: forehead Neck ornament, Afghanistan 
painting, India 


Regional Styles: hair style, Clothing, Bolivian Altiplano 
Masai, East Africa 


Clothing, 
Turkish women 
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Write down or draw the ways that one piece of clothing or adornment can 
vary among the people you know. Now can you write down whet each 
variation means? 


Such everyday objects as knives, pillows, lamps, beds, glasses and spoons 
can be much more than just practical and pleasing. The cost of an object 
can give us an idea of the owner’s wealth. Owning it can be a signal that he 
belongs to one group rather than another, Other things that we possess say 
something about our taste, or our personality. 

And many useful objects are meaningful symbols as well. Among the 
Dan tribe in Africa, for instance, the great virtue of generosity is expressed 
by giving food. Generous women receive rice spoons that express this 
virtue. The spoons’ swelling bowls represent a pregnant belly and thus the 
ultimate generosity—giving birth. The handle is carved into legs perfor- 
ming the ritual dance of giving food. 


Silver symbols used for worship, Ceremonial flower garlands, 
Mexico l Thailand 


Spoon Door knocker Stool showing status, Cameroon 
symbolizing showing 
generosity, ownership, 


Ghana Crete 
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Can you think of some everyday object in your culture that is also a 
meaningful symbol? Are such objects common where you live? 


Food can be organized to com- ...and vehicles can carry 
municate: sushi in Japan messages: a truck, Afghanistan 


Buildings. If a simple object like a spoon can carry so much information, 
think what you can learn from more complicated structures, like houses 
and religious buildings. Their plans, the way they are constructed, the 
materials they are made from, the ways they are decorated, the objects 
they contain, and even their place within their surroundings can be part of 
their visual message. 


What does your house tell people about you and your family? How does it 
do this? Try to be specific. 


Decorated house, Nigeria Modern house, India 
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Thailand 


MANY KINDS OF MEDIATION 


Almost all the ways to communicate we talked about above can be used 
consciously. A warrior puts on war-paint or batile-dress to tell people of his 
intentions. A woman may wear special clothing to show that she is 
married. A potter can make a toy to communicate some part of the 
meaning of a festival. Many different kinds of religious structures are 
planned to communicate quite consciously about various aspects of the 
faith they express. Even the unconscious codes of body posture and move- 
ment are studied by actors and theatrical directors, who then use them 
deliberately to communicate ideas and feelings. 


Do the actors (and perhaps dancers) you have seen express general 
emotions and attitudes with body language? Do they have a more specific 
and conscious code? 


A red flag means a red meat store, A bread sign uses real bread, Iran 
Mexico 
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Direct hand prints on a granary Miniature man bears symbols of 
make auspicious messages, Ivory the good life: a wedding gift, Peru 
Coast 


Including meaning 

What makes non-verbal visual messages mean what they do? The more you 
know about this, the better able you will be to use the same methods to give 
your Own messages meanings that people understand correctly. 


Materials. Perhaps the most basic element to think about is the materials 
things are made from. These often convey very little information to some 
people. Beyond cost and appropriateness to the object’s function, they may 
have only some general connotations. Wool is warm and cosy; a colour is 
loud or soft, tasteful or violent; and so on. To many Japanese and Scan- 
dinavians though, materials have inherent, almost mystical, essences, 
which craftsmen strive to bring out in the objects they make. In other parts 


of the world, almost the opposite is true. The materials themselves have 


conscious and specific meaning, and they give meaning to the things from 
which they are made. In India, this system of meaning is conscious and 
even hierarchical. That is, some materials have more prestige than others. 


Pick an object from your immediate cultural environment and decide what 
(if anything) the materials it is made from have contributed to its meaning. 
Now try to decide how this has been done, either in one of the ways we 
have discussed or some other way. 


Materials are only the beginning of the elements to think about in deciding 
how visual communications carry meaning. Colours, lines, shapes, drawing 


eR te cee oT 


ai Prensa eet 


SEERE 


r ate meee 


ESE 


GS 


32 VISUAL LITERACY IN COMMUNICATION 


styles can all contribute to the meaning of a visual message. Sometimes an 
object must have the right maker, or be made according to the right 
process, before it has the right meaning. 


Space. Space is almost always an important part of any visual message, no 
matter how it is constructed. Often we can tell easily by the space between 
them whether two people are friends, lovers or only business acquain- 
tances. And like body language, the meaning of personal space has to be 
learned. What means anger in one country may not somewhere else. What 
seems like the right distance for a friendly conversation in Latin America 
feels like ‘pushiness’ to North Europeans, who need more space around 
them to feel comfortable. 


Can you think of a foreign friend who has made you uncomfortable by 
coming too close, or backing too far away? Do you think that different 
interpretation of personal space can lead to misunderstandings? 
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People isolated in their own per- Friendly sharing of personal space 
sonal space 


Space communicates on a larger scale, too, even to the way we arrange our 
environment, both consciously and unconsciously. Nobody planned the 
ugly outskirts of many United States cities, but at least to the sophisticated 
eye, they say that individual initiative and competition are more valued in 
America than co-operation and aesthetic harmony. By contrast, many 
African and Indian villages have very deliberate plans. They are based on 
social structure, and one can learn a lot about a person just from where his 
house is placed. 
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How does the plan of your village, town or city communicate about your 
society? Write down some of the things it ‘says’. 
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Town plan of Kyoto, Japan Village plan, Cameroon 


Art as communication. Literacy workers often report that this or that 
group does not understand pictures because it does not have any visual 
idiom. Consequently, they may add, these people do not understand that 
drawings and photographs are representations of reality. As you can 
probably guess by now, we suspect that, even so, these people do have 
some kind of visual art, and we suggest ways and places to look for it in 
Chapter II. However, that art form may not be very much concerned with 
representing reality. For the world’s art forms make an astonishingly varied 
and often subtle use of lines, shapes, colours, masses and spaces, but their 
purpose is not always to show how things look. It is for us as designers to 
take that visual art and use it to communicate information about old and 
new realities. 


Realism and meaning. First we should make it clear that no art form 
reproduces the real visual world completely. Even the mošt realistic picture 
uses unreal conventions. Colour films ard photographs, for example, 
shrink or enlarge the real world drastically. They also show three dimen- 
sions in two. Snapshots stop abruptly at the border. 

On the other hand, many realistic works of art are ‘about’ much more 
than what something looks like. A Crucifixion from the European 
Renaissance, for example, is much more than a painting of a man nailed to 
two pieces of wood. It is a serious and profound statement about religious 
faith. Similarly, an African sculpture of a man standing straight and tall is 
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also about much more than a man. It expresses the important concepts of 
dignity, strength and power. 


Do you know a realistic art style that communicates more than what its 
subject looks like? If so, choose one example. Write everything it com- 
municates to you. Now try to write down how it communicates this 
information. 


Representational art can make extremely complex, abstract statements. 
Hindu classical sculpture is a good example. In it, materials, clothing, 
props, animals, and the proportions and positions of the human body all 
have specific meaning. One of its codes is called Mudra. This gives 
meaning to different postures, gestures and facial expressions, down to the 
positions of the eyes. The result is beautiful. It also conveys a great deal of 
information to the people who understand the code. 

Although their forms may be distantly derived from the real visual 
world, many art styles are not much concerned with realism. The most 
serious visual statements of the Muslims, for instance, are usually very 
abstract, since their religion forbids showing the human body. Other 
cultures have other rules that must be followed if they are te communicate 
correctly. Often there are more rules for making sacred statements than 
secular, and for showing human beings than plants and animals. By 
following these rules, art can communicate about a huge array of subjects. 
The irregular patterns of some African textiles, for instance, even translate 
sight into sound by reproducing the rhythms of singing and drumming. 


Do you know an art style that is not very realistic? If so, choose one exam- 
pie and write down everything it communicates to you. 
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Fabric pattern, based on rhythmic 
drum beats, Upper Volta Traditional kite, Japan 


UNDERSTANDING VISUAL LITERACY 


"4 y 
E ‘= 
ERTA 


Tapa cloth, South Pacific Prayer rug, Turkey 


It is probably safe to say that almost any important concept in a culture will be 
communicated visually somehow. For example, R. F. Thompson says that in 
Africa, cooiness—the virtue of being in control—is expressed in countless 
ways through dance, costume and sculpture. Calling it a partial list he cites 
other abstract qualities that are often communicated visually: fear, darkness, 
stillness, repose, action, energy, vitality, power, strength, manhood, feminini- 
ty, fecundity, voluptuousness, sexuality, goodness, stability, reconciliation, 
determination, service, submission, humour, serenity, youthfulness, newness, 
richness, wisdom, status, honour, respect. 


THE MEDIA MIX 


We have talked so far only about visual communication. In reality, visual 
communication does not often happen by itself. Sight, sound, smell and 
touch occur in various combinations, and people working in visual com- 
munication should be aware of the part played by the visual element in the 
whole mix. 

A festival, for example, can be looked upon as a complicated com- 
munication event with many visual elements. Houses, other buildings and 
open ground, animals—sometimes even objects such as sewing machines 
on display at the festival—can have decorations that carry meaning. These 
can be made with paper, flowers, coloured sand, paint and even mud. Other 
visual messages can be carried by special toys, sweets and other foods that 
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have been prepared and arranged in ways that communicate. Fireworks, 
lamps and other kinds of light may convey even more messages, and so can 
the special clothes people wear, and the dances and dramas that may be 
performed. If the occasion is religious, the main audience for much of this 
communication may be some god. Needless to say, the people who attend 
may both get and give messages. They make messages with their conscious 
and unconscious body codes. They press together in crowds. They signal to 
each other. They respond to performances and sometimes take part. 

And, of course, many other kinds of communication are going on as 
well. If the celebration is based on a story, it may be recited, chanted or 
sung, with or without written accompaniment. There may be music. People 
may make all sorts of vocal cries, comments and responses. The feel of 
objects, the smell of incense, of cooking, flowers, perfumes, even 
bodies—all contribute to the communication event. It makes a heady mix. 

Similarly, many communication codes come together in puppet shows, 
weddings, funerals and other rituals, secular celebrations and parades. 
Even a simple family meal can be analysed as a communication event. In 
fact, such a meal makes a suitable place to begin studying the complex of 
media and meaning for different occasions. 


Think of some festival or a parade you have been to recently. List as many 
visual messages you experienced as you can remember. 


Dance mask, Ivory Coast Javanese shadow puppet 
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Festival effigy figure, India Bamboo fireworks tower, Mexico 


Are we communicating? 


We can say, then, that how people communicate is determined by their en- 
vironment, their culture and the societies in which they live. We realize that 
we all use many kinds of communication, visual and otherwise, conscious 
and unconscious. These messages are made in many styles and media. 
Sometimes they are understood widely, and sometimes only within a small 
group, and they can come together to make fascinating mixtures. 

Now the question is, are we communicating well enough to meet our 
needs for economic development, social development and cultural renewal? 
The answer: not well enough in the developing world. 

The people working in communication there do not have a broad, 
culture-oriented point of view. They do not see their own traditional visual 
languages aS communication. So they cannot draw upon them to make 
new messages. Instead, both in theory and in practice, ideas about com- 
munication come from the industrialized West. Their conventions and con- 
cepts are familiar enough to the élite using them. Too often, though, the 
workers and farmers for whom they are intended must learn an alien visual 
language, in a foreign medium, in order to ‘get the message’. ‘Where com- 
munication, as defined and developed in a very different part of the world, 
does not exist, communication does not exist. It must be introduced.” This 
is a naive—even tragic—thing to say! 


COLONIALISM RUNS DEEP 


The enormous prestige of Northern Europe and the United States in the 
developing world is rooted in colonialism, and fed by the economic power 
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of industrialism. Even in countries that were always politically independent, 
the educated élite often learned, largely unconsciously, that “West is best’. 
Now the high-tide of colonialism is receding. We can look more objectively 
at what has been left behind, and adopt and discard more carefully. 

You will probably find some of these imported ideas very valuable. Ac- 
cording to Gunnar Myrdal, the notions that progress is good and that 
mankind can improve his life are among the development ideals that were 
formulated in the United Kingdom and exported at the height of her 
empire. Without them, very few people might be working for developrnent 
today. 

Western communication theory, practice and technology can also be 
helpful. However, it is time to look carefully at some of the reasons why 
communication for development so often proceeds, not from the strengths, but 
from the weaknesses of developing countries. 


COMMUNICATION THEORY: THREE BIASES 


In modern communication theory, mass communication happens only 
through radio, television, film, print, etc. Visual communication has been 
further slighted by a general overemphasis on words. Many social scientists 
treat words as inseparable from the things they stand for (a mistake that 
has much in common with the people who treat pictures as things). Com- 
munication theorists only began to see pictures as someting to be ‘read’ 
with the advent of film and television; they still do not usually apply this 
point of view to the older, graphic media. And, ironically, the study of com- 
munication has concentrated too much on its relation to change. As we 
shall see, this emphasis may not have served the cause of change too well. 


Mass communication as technology 

In the United States, mass communication happens only in the mass media. 
George Gerbner, Dean of the Annenberg School of Communication, calls it 
‘qualitatively different from public communication, i.e., communication 
available to the public before modern technology.’ Where it is prevalent, 
there is no question that modern communication technology has profound- 
ly affected the ways that ideas reach many people. (The people and their 
societies have also been affected often in ways it is not so easy to see.) The 
trouble is, the many other ways that ideas can be spread among people are 
hardly noticed as communication, or even studied. Universities teach jour- 
nalism, film-making, broadcasting and so forth. They seem to have no 
place or reason to explore painting, dance, sculpture, festivals, etc., as 
communication. 
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I (Anne Zimmer) found that out the hard way when we came back from 
India. I started graduate school in communication, to study how traditional 
Indian wisdom and ways of doing things had spread so far and lasted so 
long. The professors and other students had trouble figuring out what I was 
talking about since, to them, mass communication was, to quote one widely 
accepted clefinition, ‘available to the public, transient, and dependent upon 
technology.” 

Transient? The ideas and visual forms I wanted to study had lasted 
thousands of years. What technology? Surely not chiseis, paints, brushes, 
dyes and stone. The ingenious inventions which they considered as mass 
communication had not been around much longer than I had—in fact, I 
pre-dated television considerably! 

I began to ask taunting questions. Once a journalism professor was 
explaining that his professional organization was helping an African 
nation. That country had no mass communication, he said, and they were 
setting up a newspaper. I suggested finding out what could be done with 
drums. He looked blank. Finally, he said, ‘Well, journalists don’t know 
much about drums.’ He was right. (Neither do I. But I would like to know.) 
Meanwhile, who will benefit from that newspaper? The people who need 
help most are most likely to be illiterate. Where most people cannot read, is 
a newspaper mass communication? 

As well as changing communication in the industrialized countries, the 
modern mass media have made other profound changes in societies. The 
developing world might do well to look into some of these changes as they 
adopt these powerful new tools. But limiting mass communication to the 
use of these tools leaves a lot unexplained. How, for instance, did the great 
` religions of the world spread before television, radio or even print? 

Perhaps it is more useful to say, with Everett Rogers, that mass com- 
munication ‘enables a source of one or several individuals to transfer 
messages to an audience of many.’ Starting with the ‘message’ makes much 
more sense. It encourages communicators to start not with the medium 
they use but with a question: ‘What is the best way to reach the people I 
want to reach with the information I want them to have?’ The answer may 
indeed involve the modern media. It may use line-drawings done in 
perspective. But that answer should not be automatic. We think it should 
come from a careful, systematic analysis of the whole communication 
problem. 


Why is indigenous communication invisible? 
Back in the Middle Ages, when Gutenberg printed his first Bible in Ger- 
many, he set some profound changes in motion. Printing with movable type 
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has been called the end of Europe’s Dark Ages. It may also have been the 
beginning of the domination of words. Putting words together from letters 
is much easier than carving pictures in wood or casting them in metal. | 
Then, with industrialization, things were made in large quantities, with 
much less human effort or attention. Objects carried fewer visual messages 
in their form. Gradually, such messages became less important and ceased, 
in large part, to be made or read. 

Industrialization also affected thinking about graphics. The visual arts 
had been widely understood, and ranged fairly freely from folk art to fine 
art. Now they split into two distinct streams, both more removed from the 
main concerns of everyday life. Fine art became more and more private. 
Commercial art, which grew up to serve industrialism, does communicate 
more widely. However, its purpose—to sell and persuade—is narrow. 

Even in the industrialized countries, commercial art does not serve broad 
social needs very well. In countries still lightly touched by consumerism, it 
is less relevant. Yet commercial art is the main source of the so-called inter- 
national style. Thus it is a strong influence on the visualizing stylzs of 
people working in communication in the developing world. 

The relationship of commercial art to folk art is much like that of a 
huge furniture factory to the craftsmen it replaced. Many people used to 
make a few chairs, or a few ‘messages’, or even some chairs with messages, 
by hand. Now a few people make many more chairs and messages by 
machine. The workers, and the people who tell them what to do, are no 
longer as close to the people who use their products. 

Meanwhile, in much of the developing world, the craftsmen still exist, 
and folk art is still in the mainstream of communication. Painting, sculpture 
and many other visuai forms still speak unselfconsciously to many people. 
Their visual language is worth exploring; perhaps some of its principles can 
be used, with or without modern media, to carry development information. 

But the people charged with development do not see this. They are im- 
mersed in visual language, and yet imprisoned by definitions that make folk 
art invisible. 


Communication and change 
Communication research has also concentrated on studying measurable, 
short-range change. This focus seems made to order for development, but it 
leaves out too much. Ninety per cent of communication k.zps a society 
going, according to George Gerbner. Yet the way it does so remains largely 
unexplored, even in the industrialized countries. 

Ideas and ways of doing things have spread widely for centuries. 
Folklorists, for example have found the same stories in Europe, Asia, 
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Africa and the United States—adapted, certainly, to the local culture. 
Sometimes scholars can even trace the paths these stories took. 

In regions that have developed very differently from the industrialized 
West, many facets of communication may also be different. Much can be 
learned from looking into how the essence of a culture has been renewed 
and maintained, and its sphere of influence widened. By all means look at 
how new information reaches people and brings abcut change. By all 
means study the new media too. But do not leave out the older media 
responsible for spreading the old ideas. Some of these are mostly verbal, 
like singing and story-telling. Others, such as painting, sculpture, puppetry, 
drama and dance are visual or have important visual elements. 

The new media do not necessarily carry new ideas. Sometimes 
traditional groups have adopted the modern media. Usually they have 
adapted some of their traditional visual language to them. They have often 
made use of existing communication channels. Studying this process could 
supply some ideas about ways to disseminate your own information more 
successfully. 

Anthropologists working in development say successful change 
programmes start from what is already there. They recommend in- 
troducing innovations into the existing culture carefully. In this way, they 
say, the chances that improvements will be adopted—with the intended 
effect—will be increased. 

Using this approach in communication for development does not mean 
ruling out modern technology. It can mean adapting existing visual 
language to that technology, when that course is appropriate. And it rules 
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out the assumption that, where certain media and visual idioms are lacking. 
there are no existing ways to spread ideas widely. Whether these ways are 
called mass communication or public communication matters little. 

Such an approach would build on a society’s achievements, instead of 
starting with what it lacks. This should help to increase peoples’ awareness 
of their own strengths. It should tend to foster national pride and identity, 
instead of cultural dependence. 

A better perspective on communication theory could also help the 
developed nations. They might benefit, in particular, from seeing how other 
cultures have used communication in the cause of social continuity. Very 
likely other cultures have found different ways to cope with change. In 
India, several traditional forms of communication seemed to allow change 
to happen more smoothly. Perhaps this is true of other places as well. 

Actually, the whole troubled, fast-moving world needs all the help it can 
get in avoiding social chaos as it goes through the modernizing process. 
Affluence does not mean immunity from social problems. as many of us 
know full well. Modernization may be urgently needed, but it is often a 
painful process. And once achieved, it is no rose garden. 

These are long thoughts for a visual artist who may be faced with 
finishing fifteen line-drawings by five o’clock! 

Communication articulates, reinforces, even helps to crcate the common 
values that hold peopie together Thus it is important to the very idea of 
- culture. Visual symbols have an important role in carrying these vital com- 
mon meanings. They are a link to the past. They help give meaning to the 
present. They even help to make the future worth the sometimes painful 
effort. 

Until now, our argument for adapting traditional visual languages to 
development communication has been largely pragmatic. People should 
not have to learn new habits before they can discover what you want to say 
to them. Now we suggest that adapting this language to new information 
can add to cultural continuity. Doing so may help people strengthen new 
ways with old values. Not doing so may even contribute to cultural suicide. 

How can adap‘:ng a people’s visual language to carry development in- 
formation help the process of social change? We do not know. We doubt 


whether the question has been asked before. We hope you will find some 
answers. 
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Different people, different ways to communicate visually 


Summary 


We have tried to set forth here a definition of communication that is 
culture-oriented. We have argued that cultures exist through communication. 
They are maintained by it, and they are changed by it too. Both unconscious 
and mediated visual communication use different styles, approaches and 
media to communicate many different kinds of messages, and their visual 
languages have developed differently in different places. 

Unfortunately, those engaged in development communication in the 
Third World do not use the communication modes and media of their own 
cultures. The colonial contact burdened them with an alien view of mass 
communication, also including modern technological media developed in a 
foreign context. With them have come equally foreign visual languages. As 
a result, their own visual media—and with them, their own visual 
languages—have become invisible. 

If you have been talking to your own people in an alien language, or an 
unknown or limited idiom, it is time to come home. Only then can you use 
to advantage the remarkable technology which your own culture may have 
to offer. 


CHAPTER II 


Acquiring visual literacy 


Typically, an artist on a literacy or other development project, when asked 
tc prepare some visual messages, starts by making sketches. These are 
most often black-and-white line-drawings. Perhaps they are for a teaching 
primer, a workbook or flashcards. The head of the media section assigned 
them to the artist. The form, the style, the content and the medium may all 
have been chosen by the head of the section without much thought for 
other visual possibilities. The question of whether the people who are going 
to use the pictures will understand them or not may not have even been 
posed by anyone! 

Visual communication, however, requires much more than just drawing 
pictures. Artists and designers can contribute much more than their 
technical skills to communication projects. This chapter goes into the kinds 
of research and analysis that help drawings, photographs and layouts com- 
municate the right information to the right people. In this way, artists and 
designers can become decision-making members of a team, not just people 
doing piecework for a paycheck. Project managers can get the kinds of in- 
formation needed to take greater advantage of the visual side of their com- 
munication efforts. Similarly, on a smaller scale, one-man communicators 
can benefit. 

We have tried to include in this chapter enough guidance for an artist on 
a small project to do his own research. On larger projects, people other 
than artists may collect much of the data, but designers will still need to 
know what questions to ask and why they are important. The artist- 
designer should not be the only person interested. The project director or 
literacy administrator is also in the communication business; they, too, will 
find the ideas discussed here extremely useful. 

Basically, we shall be exploring how the people we want to reach are 
already receiving visual messages. Since communication is a process, we 
shall use a model of that process to keep the essentials in mind. Here, the 
model is a guide to collecting and analysing information. In the next 
chapter, the model will help to organize that information and will become a 
basis for making decisions about how to design new messages. 


44 
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Here is the model, with a brief explanation of its parts. We will discuss 
the various pieces later in more detail. 


The communication model 


— — 
° , 


Sender Message l Audience 


1. Group or agency ; . Medium . Background 


sponsonng:the: `i Specifi information 
message and . Specific form =, 
. Communication 


their intent i 
Graphic methods placement 
and settin 
. Message makers Seann : 
skills and intents _ Materials used . Senses used | 


. How produced and/or . Response to 
reproduced message 


. Distribution 


The first part of the model considers the sender. Often some group or 
agency sponsors the message. It has an intent, a reason for doing so and 
also broader policies that influence the message (1). This institutional set- 
ting must be taken into account. So must the skills and intents of the person 
or group that actually makes the message (2). 

Next comes the message itself. It is made in some medium, such as print, 
paint or film (3). It has a specific form (4). That is, it is a poster, book, 
flashcard, etc. It also uses some methods of conveying ideas (5). Later on, 
we will look at the graphic methods used in print: words, pictures and 
diagrams. Each method can have different effects, depending on its treat- 
ment (6). 

Communications are also made of materials, such as clay, paper, etc. 
(7). They must be produced and/or reproduced somehow (8). They must 
also be distributed to reach their audience in order to have an effect (9). 

Information about the audience is essential if the communication is to 
have the right effect (10). The audience comes into contact with the com- 
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munication somewhere (11). It may use other senses along with sight to 
receive it (12). And most important, the message elicits some response if it 
has to have some effect (13). 

To students of communication, ‘noise’ is anything that keeps the in- 
tended message from getting through (14). Noise can happen anywhere in 
the communication process, for many reasons. And you do not necessarily 
have to hear communication noise. We will come back to this idea later. 

Finally comes feedback (15)—what gets back to the maker of the 
messages and tells him what happened to the message that was sent. This 
can be very important in finding out whether a message was successful. 


COLLECTING INFORMATION 


You may need several different kinds of information to answer the 
questions posed by the communication model. Here are some ways to get it 
without any special training. 

First, look into the possibility of expert help. It may be more easily 
available than you think. Many government and private agencies and 
universities do research in related fields of communication, such as cultural 
anthropology, sociciogy, social psychology, folk art and so forth. People 
trained in these areas may be able to help you to work out a reliable and uni- 
form way to gather data. Then you can keep it going from one message 
design project to the next. (It would be a good idea, though, to go through 
the rest of this monograph carefully first. Then you will have a better idea 
of what you need to know, and how the experts might help you.) 

Such help can be especially valuable in finding out how people react to 
and interpret what they see. So can the monograph on evaluation in this 
series. Look into it early if you can. Without some way to evaluate your 
project, you cannot build on your success. You may be repeating mistakes 
instead. 

Besides evaluation, there are three main ways to collect information. 
You can look, you can ask, and you can read. 


Looking for the information you need 
Often when artists get an assignment they turn first to their ‘swipe files’. 
These collections of graphic ideas may come from all over the world. But, 
no matter how elegant, the Swiss poster in your files may not mean much 
to a factory worker in another continent. The collection itself is essential. 
But it should be relevant to what the people you want to reach already see. 
Where then should one look? If the visual language in vour area of work 
is typical, or your project is local, you may need to search in only one 
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n, city or village. However, while different areas often have some com- 
1 methods of visual communication, they may not share all methods. If 
r project covers a large area, it will probably be necessary to go to 
ral places. 

ind within any one town or area, different kinds of visual communica- 
_are likely to go on in different places and settings. At a public well, for 
ance, you will probably find dress codes, body language, pots and other 
2cts that communicate information. You may see folk paintings too. But 
_will not see how people use body language within their own families. 
n to visit a variety of places—houses, temples, classrooms, cinemas, 
‘es and libraries, inside and out. Equally, there may be different kinds of 
al communication on different streets. And, as we have said, many 
cial kinds of communication come together at festivals and other 
‘brations. 


he area you are studying, list the places you consider important to look 
visual communication. 


AEAEE ATE E 
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Recording: How do you note wha’ you see? Sometimes you can buy or 
borrow small visual communications such as toys, masks and pamphlets, 
Artists and other visual designers can make rough sketches. They can take 
notes about details tc refine later. They can map or diagram the way 
houses, fields and other parts of the environment are organized. Cameras 
record quickly and easily, and sometimes more accurately. They also allow 
people who cannot draw to gather information. 


Sampling: Quite a few kinds of visuai communication go on in the same 
area at the same time. Also, once you start looking in one place you may 
feel you cannot possibly record everything. Then your selection will be 
more varied and useful if you sample your observations. 

Walk down one street, for example. For half an hour, note down only 
wall paintings and sculpture; for another half hour, the shape and place- 
ment of houses; then switch to toys, or children playing: then go to a 
temple, a kitchen or a classroom; and so on. 

Decide ahead of time which are the most important places to go and the 
most important messages to look for. (The graphic methods and treatment, 
discussed later in this chapter. go into more detail about this.) Then give the 
same amount of time and attention to each. You may change your mind as 
you proceed. Some things or places may be more important or less impor- 
tant than you thought. When you get through. try to write down what you 
did. 


How would you sample visual communication in your project area? Do 
you think some kind of sampling or selection will be necessary? 


It saves time if several people can observe. It can also make for a better 
set of examples for different people often see different kinds of things. 
Shared observing is especially good for festivals and other special events, 
when many kinds of visual communication go on at once. Give everyone a 
list and tell each person what to look for, when, and for how long. Try to 
discuss the data together afterwards. Often people can add to each others’ 
observations. 


Asking for the information you need 
People with special knowledge of some area can often explain its com- 
munication processes and tell you about their audiences. You may want to 
make a list of questions before talking with them. Do not feel tied to the list 
though. Interviews can lead off in valuable and unexpected directions. 

al 


Who should you talk to? The people who communicate can tell you 
about how messages should be made and why, and who they are meant for. 


ACQUIRING VISUAL LITERACY 49 


Journalists, film-makers, people in radio, television, audio-visual centres, 
and so forth, may come to mind first. Ask them. But make sure you 
evaluate what they say. They may be following the élitist, international 
visual style and may not give you good advice. The people who work in 
traditional media can help you, too. Housewives often know about 
decorations, clothing and food that have special meanings. You may also 
want to talk with the people who make statues for temples, or paintings on 
walls, or any other things, including everyday items like pots. Some of 
these people may be hard to find, (or easy to overlook) because they make 
traditional messages only for special occasions, or as part of another role. 
The oldest woman in a household, for instance, might make symbols for a 
holiday. 

People who work in special areas such as medicine, agriculture and 
religion are also good sources of information. Doctors in hospitals and 
clinics, for example, often explain illnesses to illiterate patients with visual 
codes. They may use non-verbal eye-charts to test vision, etc. 

Community and agricultural development workers often use visual 
materials to explain new ways to grow, harvest and store food. Perhaps 
they can tell you about which kinds of visual aids are most effective. And 
traditional groups, including religious groups, have been communicating in- 
formation over long distances to many people for a long time. Often they 
use many media, both traditional and modern. They might explain how 
these communicate, and even how they allow for change. 

People in public and private agencies and universities sometimes have 
special experience and skill in media such as painting, sculpture or film. 
They may know of cases where these media have been used in develop- 
ment. They can probably tell you about published information that is help- 
ful—studies of your audience, for instance. Sometimes they have special 
libraries you can use. 

And finally, talk to the people who will see the communications you 
collect. Talk to them to get feedback. They may understand from the il- 
lustrations something very different from that which the makers intended. 
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Reading for the information you need 

Published information rarely takes the place of your own research. It can, 
however, provide valuable background and perspective. You can probably 
find studies of the modern mass media in relation to development at many 
levels. from local to international. All those we have read share the assump- 
tion that mass communication equals modern technology. That is unfor- 
tunate. But, they do offer some illuminating perspectives. 

Information about traditional communication and media also exists, 
though it is widely scattered. Look for books and articles, about folk and 
fine art forms. Include costume, jewelry, everyday and ritual objects, 
dance—any form used by the culture to carry information. Check through 
social science publications for studies of the people you want to reach. You 
may even find studies of communication. Pulling together such information 
can be a valuable educational experience in itself. 


Using the bibliography at the end of this monograph, and other sources 
you may have, write down the places and publications you think can supp- 
ly information for your project. Include sources for information about 
traditional communication, as well as modern. 


Some thoughts about statistics 

Statistics are often a particularly valuable form of source material. They 
can, for example, tell you about the literacy rate, and the number of radios 
and newspapers among the people you want to reach. This kind of infor- 
mation is very useful when you are deciding on which medium to use. 
However, statistics are sometimes used uncritically, and so a word of 
warning is in order. 

Statistics have usually been gathered for some other purpose, so be quite 
certain how they relate to your problem. Maybe, for example, they cover 
an area bigger than your project’s. What if your project area is not typical 
of the country? What if the group you want to reach is not typical of the 
area? Statistics may not define topics or achievement as you would. People 
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can be Officially literate, for example, and yet still unable to read ‘difficult’ 
material. 

Let us look in more detail at how literacy statistics can mislead. Suppose 
you want to reach young rural women in a certain place. The statistics say 
50 per cent of the adults in a larger area can read. Can you assume that 
half the women can read a message written at about the same level as the 
language in the local newspaper? No. They probably cannot, although it is 
hard to be sure. 

In many places, more men than women are literate. Usually more people 
can read in cities than in the country. And the level of literacy acceptable to 
compile those statistics is often far lower than that needed to read the local 
newspaper. All this suggests that less than half of your intended audience 
will be able to read such a message. One circumstance is favourable, 
however. In recent years, many more peopie have learned to read. So 
younger women may be more literate than older ones. 

By all means use statistics, but use them carefully. If you can, check and 
discuss them with some of the more informal sources mentioned above, 
people who are closer to the audience you want to reach. 


What kinds of statistics could be helpful in your project? Where might you 
find them? 


VISUAL INVENTORY: THE HEART OF VISUAL RESEARCH 


You already know a lot about the visual language around you through 
living with it. Now you want to make your knowledge more objective and 
extend it beyond your own experience. This is because the visual language 
of various groups may be somewhat different from your own. 

How people convey information with their bodies and dress must be 
taken into account in any realistic drawing style. Often, though, it is not. 
An artist who made drawings for literacy materials, for example, once told 
us how he selected the clothing of the people he drew. (He did not seem 
aware of body language at all.) He cycled to the nearest village in his 
project’s district and copied what he saw there. If someone wore a turban, 
he drew that turban, and so forth. From what we have seen, his method is 
common. It is also the source of some serious misunderstandings. When 
many people who understand line-drawings and perspective (and some do 
not) look at such drawings, often they do not say, ‘I see a man’, which was 
the artist’s intent. Instead, they say, ‘I see an outcaste’ or “That man has 
just got married’, etc. 
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Choose some communication that uses perspective line-drawings. Show 
several of them to someone in the intended audience. Ask that person to tell 
you what he or she sees. Do the drawings communicate accurately? 


As we showed in Chapter I, people receive visual information in many 
ways. Knowing what these ways are and how they are understood by the 
group you want to reach can provide ideas for getting your own messages 
across. Not knowing about them can cause misunderstanding. For exam- 
ple, we were told in India that many people believe dark blue causes con- 
stipation. That does not exactly make dark blue a good colour choice for a 
pamphlet on the healthful preparation of food. We do not know of a case 
where this has actually happened, but we suspect that an accidental distor- 
tion of meaning such as this is not rare. 

So the first step is to find out about the visual language your intended 
audience understands. You do this by collecting samples of the kinds of 
visual communications they see: that is, by making a visual inventory. 
Then you can find out how these examples communicate (or not) by asking 
questions based on the communication model. And from the successful 
examples, you can get ideas about how to make your own work com- 
municate to the same people. In short, decisions about designing new visual 
messages are based on your visual inventory. 

The best time to start this inventory is at the beginning of a project. If 
you want to help the workers in one factory or industry learn to read, you 
will need very different information from that needed for a broad 
programme of social change covering a wide area. 

It also helps to make your inventory an ongoing effort. You may not be 
able to find out everything you want to know for one project. But what you 
learn from one can help you in the next, and save time. Eventually, teams 
working on different projects may be able to exchange data. In the future, a 
country’s development communication teams might even send their 
research to some central source where they can request information in 
return. Artists would then have a kind of visual data bank. An in-depth 
description of a country’s visual language could be corupiled. 

Meanwhile, even on a small scale, organizing data uniformly makes it 
easier to work with. The accompanying box is a checklist of points to con- 
sider when compiling your samples. The points are taken from the com- 
munication model, but they are arranged in a different order. They start 
with information you can get from the example itself and then go on to 
| matters that need more information. 
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VISUAL INVENTORY CHECKLIST | 
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FILLING IN THE COMMUNICATION MODEL: 
WHAT TO LOOK FOR? 


Many different kinds of communication, visual and otherwise, go on 
around us all the time, but we are not used to thinking of them as com- 
munication. A wide sampling of the kinds of visual messages in your area 
will later provide you with a brcad range of possibilities for making new 
messages. You will probably not use any of what you record exactly in the 
way that you saw it, so do not restrict yourself to the kinds of messages 
you know are relevant to your project. Once you know how they com- 
municate, you may decide to combine features from several sources: the 
medium of one, some of the visual language in another, the distribution 
pattern of another, the form and production methods of yet another, and so 
on. 

As we have said, we cannot tell you what you will find. That will vary in 
both kind and number, depending on where you are. But here are some 
suggestions for places to look and things to look for. 
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Unmediated communication 

Unmediated communication can be found in body language and facial 
expressions, both conscious and unconscious. Look, too, for the ways 
people use personal space. Clothing, hair styles, ornaments such as jewelry 
and tattoos, and the other ways people adorn themselves should also be 
noted. So too should food, furnishings, houses and everyday objects. Also 
record the ways space communicates in the plans of towns, fields, 
buildings, etc. All of these can be raw materials in unmediated 
communication. 


Traditional mediation 

The visual and performing arts use many traditional media. Look at folk 
art more, perhaps, than fine art. Look at puppet shows, traditional dramas 
(and their props and costumes), fireworks and festivals. 

Paintings and sculpture can appear on walls of houses, shops, public 
buildings, sacred buildings. Trucks, carts, buses, rickshaws, trees and rocks 
can carry these messages too. Others can be scratched, built or sprinkled 
on the earth. They can be made from almost anything—stones, mud, 
coloured sand, food, flowers, fire, light, smoke, and many other materials. 
What kinds of traditional mediation are there in your area? 


Modern media 

Your audience may be exposed to more kinds of modern media than you 
realize. Besides still and motion photography and television, there are many 
printed forms. We usually think of newspapers, books and magazines, but 
there are also posters, wall charts, brochures, advertisements, and many 
other kinds of promotional materials. Look, too, for packages and labels of 
manfactured goods and traffic signs. Election banners and many other 
political communications are often printed. Some good places to sample 
modern print communications include bulletin boards, kiosks and various 
kinds of exhibits and displays. What kinds of printed messages do your 
people see? 


MAKING IDEAS VISIBLE 


With the different media, there are various ways or methods of conveying 
ideas visually. These methods convey very different ideas depending on 
their treatment. Sampling the graphic methods and treatments that people 
some into contact with provides the research base from which you can 


at we ee à bk 
analyse their visual language in order to use it in your own messages— 
creatively. 
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In this section we will discuss the three main graphic methods of 
visualizing ideas: words, pictures and diagrams, as well as some of their 
yeatments. If you want to know more about visual language, Chapter III 
zoes into the strengths and weaknesses of various visualizing methods and 
treatments as carriers of information, pp. 102—112. Then on pp. 116—127 it 
analyses their construction. 

But first let us explain how designers use this term ‘visualize’. Unlike 
paint’, ‘draw’, ‘film’, etc., the word ‘visualize’ is not tied to any one 
medium. It focuses only on the idea of making visible. This helps us to 
separate the idea we are trying to communicate from the form that will 
zarry it. In this way we do not think immediately of line-drawings, 
photographs or paintings. Instead, we think first of a concept. And only 
then do we decide on the best form, sometimes even medium, to carry it. 

When we want to visualize ideas graphically, we can write them down in 
words, numbers, etc., which do not resemble the real world. Or we can 
represent them in pictures, or in three-dimensional objects such as sculp- 
ture. In various ways these do resemble things we see in the world. Or we 
zan make diagrams to show the relationships between ideas, sometimes 
using words, pictures or both. 


Three graphic methods: words, pictures and diagrams 


Words as visualization 

As we all know, the same words can be made to look very different. They 
can be larger or smaller. Their lines can be drawn thick or thin, and in some 
languages straight or slanted. Letters can stand out against their 
background to varying degrees. And all of these ways of visualizing them 
(or treatments) are a part of the words’ meaning. They also affect legibility. 


A. Choose a short piece of prose or poetry. Write it in a way that adds to 
what the words say. 
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B. Choose a set of directions or some other useful piece of information. 
Write it so that it will be easy to read in a specific setting where it might 
be used. 

Words are also used with other elements to convey ideas graphically. In 


these cases, all the different elements should work together to make the 
message complete. This does not always happen. 


See if you can find examples of the following in visual materials: 


A. The intended audience cannot understand the message without under- 
standing the words. 

B. Words and pictures help each other by saying the same thing. 

C. Words and pictures say something different but complement each 
other. 

D. Words and pictures say something different and contradict each other. 


This Indian poster needs words. This Swiss poster needs only a pic- 
Can the people it is meant for get ture-—and most of Switzerland is 
the message? literate 


As a communicator you should be aware of still another aspect of words. 
although as an artist it is not really your responsibility. Sometimes literate 
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people cannot read the messages meant for them. This happens when the 
reading level is too difficult, or the vernacular is not familiar. Visual ver- 
nacular can also be unfamiliar. 


Pictures and other kinds of representation 
Most literacy and other development materials rely on line-drawings in 
perspective. The next most popular choice for illustrations is photographs. 
Used in the right way, both can communicate effectively. One can get tired 
of being asked which is better—as if the choice were simple and only 
between these two. In the next chapter. we will take up the many other 
graphic possibilities, and the factors which influence their choice. 
Meanwhile, there are numerous ways to represent things in the real 
world, more than you can count. These range from the very realistic to the 
very abstract. In between, orthographic or non-perspective drawings and 
pictographs are two other important visualizing methods. We will explain 
these terms. 


Realism: What makes a picture realistic? Not its medium. We usually 
think of colour motion photography as being very realistic, but it can also 
be very abstract. So can painting, drawing, sculpture and still photographs. 
In the United States and Europe, six factors seem to make for realism: 
(a) we must be able to recognize the scale—a finger drawn a metre wide 
does not look very real; (b) the shape, whether it is drawn, painted, sculpted 
or photographed, must be fairly clear—we have all seen pictures that are 
so fuzzy we do not know what they are. The other factors are: (c) 
recognizable detail; (d) colour derived from the real world; (e) motion, real 
or suggested; and (f) perspective—which suggests the whole list may be 
valid only from our Western perspective! You had better find out what the 
conventions of realistic representation are among your own audience. 
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Realistic drawing: peopie and a 
boat 


Do the people you want to reach see pictures or other representations that 
include these factors of realism? Which ones? Do they have others that 
make things seem veal? 


Orthographic, or non-perspective, views: Orthographic views do not show 
an object or scene in perspective—that is, from one fixed point of view. 
Otherwise, orthographic views can be more or less realistic. Texture, 
realistic colour and shading that indicates volume all add to their realism. 
Without these techniques, orthographic views are more schematic and 
abstract. 

Modern orthographic drawings are usually made with special 
mechanical drawing tools, according to one of several sets of conventions. 
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Mechanical orthographic drawing 
of a table shows proportions Freehand orthographic drawing of 
exactly a table is not so exact 


They are often used to show proportions and dimensions very accurately. 
When orthographic drawing is traditional to a culture, it is usually drawn 
freehand, and accuracy is not so important. In some places, only man-made 
objects and buildings can be drawn orthographically; natural things, 
including people, may not. 


Orthographic non-per- 
spective Structures com- 
bined with realistic peo- 
ple and details: details 
from two Persian pain- 
tings and one, showing a 
_ house and two people, 
| from Japan 
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Pictographs: Pictographs reproduce basic shapes and drop out details 
within them. Thus they identify general classes of things and make some 
distinctions easily. One shape, for example, can represent all types of tree, 
or several simple shapes can stand for several kinds of trees. Different pic- 
tographs are often used for men and women. But a pictograph does not in- 
dividualize; it cannot tell you, for instance, that Mrs. X is old and fat and 
has three front teeth missing. 

Stylistically, pictographs are usually line-drawings or flat, solid shapes. 
Sometimes shapes are overlapped to show distance, or one is drawn in 
front of another. Modern designers often use pictographs for signs, charts 
and directions. Many folk art styles use them, too. If you want to use them 
correctly, you should know the rules for making and using them in your 
culture. 


Do pictographs occur in your area—Modern, traditional, or both? Why do 
you think that style was chosen in some particular instance? 


Modern international 


pictograph of a table International signs for man and woman 


House decoration, Palau, Men and walrus: Canadian Eskimo 
Micronesia 


Chicken, Dahomey, Lions: fabric block print and decorations 
Africa from a bicycle rickshaw, India 
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Abstractions: Sometimes the way things appear is changed to express 
ideas, feelings. or both. People looking only for realism often miss the 
subtlety, elegance and sophistication in mary kinds of abstraction. Perhaps 
only those who know the culture’s code for making them get the whole 
message. 

Abstractions take many forms and have many purposes. Many very 
meaningful Moslem patterns are based on natural forms, abstracted to the 
point of geometry. Often in African sculpture, shapes and lines that convey 
an idea are exaggerated. and the rest is only suggested, or left out. Modern 
cartoons and other satiric works distort the real visual world in order to 
criticize. These forms of abstraction communicate to the viewer, sometimes 
giving very detailed information. Some of the abstractions of modern fine 
art are much more private. Sometimes they share with their audience on!y 
a general, but often powerful, feeling. 


Do the people you want to reach see abstractions? What kinds—some of 
those listed above, or others? What rules do they seem to use in changing 
visual reality, into abstraction, and what kinds of ideas and feelings do they 
convey? 


Man and horse, Haiti 


~ Hunter, North American 
Abstract view of a table Indian 


ASS SS 
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Satiric abstraction and self: 
portrait, Fred Zimmer 


Japanese religious order’s 
symbol on a lantern Mexican bark paper figure 
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Diagrams as visualization 

This important way of showing relationships is often overlooked. Diagrams 
can be scientific, mathematical even mystical. They come in many forms 
that we do not usually think of as visual communication. We probably all 
use them without realizing we are doing so. 

Mathematical and chemical formulas show relationships in a diagram- 
matical form. So do statistical charts and graphs. Any drawing that shows 
how things are put together, or work as a system, is a diagram. This in- 
cludes drawings of the skeleton, muscles and other systems of the body. 
Many drawings used in botany, astronomy and geology show how parts 
are related. The parts can be bones, molecules, stars or the geology of the 
earth. Maps showing roads, towns and rivers are diagrams. So are plans of 
buildings, machines, cities or almost anything else. 

Some diagrams show how things move. That is, they show processes, or 
sequences. A clock is a diagram in action. The face shows how hours, 
minutes and seconds are related. The hands show how time progresses 
through them. Musical scores diagram the relationships of sounds from the 
beginning to the end of a piece. Dance notations do the same with human 
movement—although not, so far, as well. 

Many cultures use mystic diagrams. For example, the Hindu Vedic 
square, a large square divided into smaller, numbered ones, is a diagram of 
the universe with magical qualities. The Moslems have made an art of the 
mystic diagram. The beautiful patterns covering ceramics, carpets, metal 
work, textiles, books and other things often express complex relationships 
between religion and life. Many of these patterns are based on natural 
forms, such as flowers and crystals. As was said earlier, sometimes these 
forms have been abstracted into geometric forms. 
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Diagram using orthographic drawing to show how to construct a table 
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In fact, many diagrams are based on geometric shapes. Circles, squares, 
rectangles and triangles are common. So are more complex shapes. The 
spiral, for example, has had mystical meaning for many people, in many 
times and places. Mexicans, early Britons and Babylonians all used this 
shape. Modern mathematicians use it, too, to chart statistical information 
such as logarithmic population growth. 

When diagrams are based on solid geometry, they can be made in three 
dimensions, or drawn in perspective or in some orthographic style. The 
ideas in diagrams can be visualized in words, numbers or some other con- 
vention, such as chemical notations. Pictographs are common. Realistic 
pictures and orthographic views do.not turn up as often, but they can still 
be found. And several different ways of visualizing often occur in the same 
diagram. 

We can find diagrams almost anywhere. They carry modern and scien- 
tific information in books, in charts, on the walls of classrooms, and so 
forth. Traditional diagrams often form patterns on all sorts of objects, both 
everyday and sacred. Sometimes diagrams are painted on walls for good 
fortune, or made three-dimensionally in the landscape. They can form the 
plans of gardens or ritual decorations made with sand, coloured earth, 
stones, etc. Some devotees of gods paint diagrams on their faces or bodies. 

Try to be alert to the ways your audience uses this important way to 
visualize. It can help you organize many of your own visual messages 
effectively. 


How many different kinds of diagrams can you think of in the place you 
are studying? 


Yantric diagram, Nepal Islamic decagonal star 
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Acupuncture diagram, China 
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COLOUR 


Colour can communicate in many different ways. It can add to realism, or 
it can be symbolic. It can convey a mood. It can be purely decorative, or 
chosen for its visibility. It ca:1 even carry practical information, as it does in 
traffic lights, colour-coded machines, etc. It can also help to lead the eye 
through a design (p. 122). 

Certain kinds of colour usually go along with certain visualizing styles. 
We expect realistic colour in realistic paintings, for instance. Abstractions 
often use colour non-realistically to convey information or feelings. 
However, realistic pictures can use unreal colour to convey a mood or to 
add symbolic meaning, and the colours chosen for pictographs on highway 
signs are chosen because they are easy for motorists to see at speed. So it is 
important to note what job colour is doing in anything you see. 


Can you find examples of colour used realistically, decoratively, symbolic- 
ally, informatively, in other ways? 


Symbolic codes 

As was said in Chapter I, a Christian Crucifix is not ‘about’ a man hanging 
from two pieces of wood. In Hindu art, a person coloured blue is not just a 
person. The blue tells us he is Lord Krishna. 

Any element of a visual message can contribute meaning to it. Materials, 
shapes, lines, images, colours, the maker, the process, even the tools it is 
made with can be important. If you know which elements carry meaning 
and how, you will be better equipped to control the meaning in your own 
work. 

The media themselves can have meaning, too. People committec: to 
modernizing may find modern media progressive and good. To them, 
traditional media may well symbolize backwardness, as we learned 
dramatically. We showed pictures of holy men, village shrines and 
traditional Indian symbols to some Indian graduate students in the United 
States. They were studying to be engineers, agronomists and other kinds of 
development workers, and they could identify everything correctly. But 
when we analysed their responses, ‘backward’, ‘superstition’ and ‘fraud’ 
were typical statements. Needless to say, the people who make these things 
important parts of their lives do not feel so negatively about them. Perkaps 
they trust traditional media and find the modern ones alien and suspect. At 
any rate, the idea is worth looking into. 
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A. Can you find any visual messages with symbolic elements? How are 
these communicated? Is the information general or specific, intellec- 
tual or emotional? 

B. Does your audience include people who are not used to modern media, 
or committed to modernizing? If so, ask someone how he or she feels 
about the cinema or television. Or show him or her a modern printed 
message of some kind and try to find out how that person feels about it. 


Some kinds and uses of symbolism: 


Realistic statue, Mexico: 
nationalistic 


Non-representational flags, Representational wall-painting, 
emblems of a Swedish cooperative Indian religious symbol 
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FINDING OUT MORE 


Materials and meaning 

When you have decided how the examples you have found make new ideas 
visible, you can start asking questions about them to obtain more informa- 
tion. For example, it is easy enough to see whether something is made of 
brass, wood, paper, etc. You may, however, have to ask people whether 
these materials have symbolic meaning and, if they do, what it is. At the 
same time, it is a good idea to ask them what the example means to them in 
other ways as well, and why. Doing this can give you some valuable clues 
about how the material used for visual messages might communicate 
meaning to the people you want to reach. 


Production 

If you come across a visual object which you think it will be useful to 
reproduce later on, investigate how it was produced. Note the equipment 
and materials needed and the approximate cost per item. Then you can 
decide whether making new visual messages in this way is a practical 
proposition. In general, large quantities of an item are much cheaper to 
make by machine than by hand. For a large project, machines may be the 
only choice. However, for smaller ones, think production costs through 
carefully. Sometimes machines can produce a few or many thousands of 
copies equally efficiently. Hand-mace items are usually produced singly or 
in limited quantities, but costs in terms of personnel and time can be 
relatively higher than the same work performed by a machine. 


What visual materials reaching your audience are cheapest when made in 
large quantities by machine? Or in smaller quantities by simpler machines? 
Or when made by hand? Could you use any of these production methods 
for the same kind of messages? 


Distribution: how did the message get there? 

There is little point in making messages that do not get to the people you 
want to reach. Finding out how the messages in your visual inventory got 
to where you found them may suggest some paths you can use yourself. 
Look into their efficiency. Perhaps the simplest kind of distribution 
happens when a man paints a sign on the wall of his house. Some- 
one passes by and sees it. He gets the message. Communication is 
accomplished. 
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In contrast, present-day mass communication must reach many more 
people in order to be economical. For this reason, and because they are 
produced by people with highly technical skills, mass media com- 
munications are usually made in important centres. Then they are sent out 
over a wide area. Their distribution is often complicated—and expensive. 

People sometimes travel in order to receive communication. An audience 
will go to see a puppet show, or a crowd will gather at a festival (where they 
might find printed messages to take home). People go to news-stands and 
libraries. Of course, they have a reason for being in these places. Learning 
the reasons why people gather in these places can help you to design 
materials that they would like to find there. 

In this connexion, people often have to choose from what has already 
been selected for them. For example, someone decided what film will be 
shown in a cinema, what papers will be displayed at the news-stand, what 
bocks will be available at the library. This applies also to statues and paint- 
ings for temples; for food, toys, etc., at festivals. If the communication you 
design depends on someone choosing it, his standards must be kept in 
mind. 


Pick out a few examples of visual communication and try to trace their 
paths from the makers to the audience. Try to use examples with a variety 
of distribution patterns. Do these patterns suggest any possibilities for get- 
ting your own visual messages to where you want them? 


Sponsors 

The crucial question about any piece of communication is whether or not it 
did what it was intended to do. If you do not know this information, you 
may find yourself making new messages using visual language that has 
already miscarried. Then you would just be repeating past mistakes. To 
find out what visual messages were meant to do, you need to know who 
sponsored them, and why. Often this is no problem. Different development 
groups, religious groups, businesses, etc., sponsor many messages, and 
often their purpose is evident. 

Sometimes, though, people make things that communicate visually but 
they make those things without thinking. If the youngest woman in a 
household makes a decoration on a wali, for instance, it does not have a 
sponsor in the formal sense of the word. However, it may convey a 
message that spreads and maintains the beliefs of the group to which she 


| belongs. In that sense, it does have a sponsor, and that sponsor has an 


intent. 


10 VISUAL LITERACY IN COMMUNICATION 


Pick out some communication that does not have an obvious sponsor. Try 
to find out where the ideas it expresses come from and how the com- 
munication spreads or maintains them. 


Once you know its intended purpose, you can find out whether the 
message succeeded. The best way to do this is by testing, and you may find 
some ideas that can help in the monograph on evaluation. Fortunately, not 
all evaluation methods are expensive or time-consuming. 


Makers of visual messages 

The skills of the makers of visual messages can be important too. These 
can vary all the way from the young woman mentioned above, who makes 
something because that is part of her social role, to a highly trained artist 
or film director. If you want to make a visual message communicate, one 
obvious consideration is whether or not the necessary skills are available. 


Look over several kinds of visual communication. What skills were 
required to make them? Are these hard to come by or expensive? Would 
people have to be trained, or hired? 


The audience for communication 

When communicators start working on a project. their first question is 
often ‘Who is the audience?’ That is because the message must be designed 
so that it will have the right effect on the people it is meant for. They may, 
as we have said, react very differently from the planners or makers. 

You will almost certainly need to know more about the group you want 
to reach. You may collect this information yourself, or someone else on the 
project may supply it. 

Either way, here are some questions to think about, or ask: where do 
they live? How big is the area, and does the terrain pose any special com- 
munication problems? Can they read—and how well? (The monograph on 
writing for new literates in the current series of monographs discusses the 
important last part of this question.) Is the group limited by age, sex, 
occupation, or any other social or economic factor? Does it share any 
characteristics, attitudes or feelings that can influence their reaction to cer- 
tain media and message forms? What technological media. such as films or 
television, can they receive? Are there design elements—styiles. colours, 
decorations, etc.—or media that they like or dislike? 


Using these questions as a guide, try to define your audience. What other 
factors can be important in communicating with them? What other infor- 
mation do you need? How can you get it? 
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The placement and setting of communication: Obviously, nothing com- 
municates visually without being seen. Finding out where people see 
different kinds of messages can help you choose the right place for new 
ones. Their placement also helps determine the kind of attention people give 
them. And this in turn has many implications for effective design. 

Here are some questions you might ask about a poster: Do many people 
pass it, or just a few? Who are they? Are they in a hurry? Do they stop? 
Do they talk about the poster with someone else? Do they react differently 
to new posters and old ones, and to posters made in different styles or 
about different subjects? 

Similarly, ask yourself how many people pick up a book, magazine or 
pamphlet in a bar or a café, in a doctor’s waiting room, in a club or library? 
What kind of people are they? Do they read, skim, look at the pictures? 
And so forth. 

A leaflet that many people look at briefly should be designed very 
differently from one that people read slowly. Pictographs, diagrams and 
other visual devices can show the information and its relationships quickiy. 
Copy can be laid out in short blocks. Headlines can tell people what is in 
each section. A book meant to be read carefully at home usually depends 
more on words to explore subtleties of thought. People may learn more 
from it. But first they must be able to read it. There must also be some way 
for them to take it home—and some reason why they want to. 

Some communications work best when people see them as a group. 
Effective discussion forums in several countries have been based on this 
principle. People listen to the radio or watch television together. They then 
discuss the information with a leader. They get ideas from each other. 
Sometimes they decide to do things together. We do not know whether 
similar forums have been based on the cheaper print media, but the idea is 
worth trying. 


Try to pick out a visual message that is designed well for the setting in 
which it will be received. Try to find another that is not. How could the 
latter have been designed more effectively? 


How is the communication received: with what senses? In dance we see 
performers move. They wear costumes. Music, light, even the audience, 
contribute to the whole message. Perhaps a printed programme for the 
audience to take home sums up that message. 

Graphic communications have texture and weight, and some can be felt 
as well as seen. You should make a note of ali the senses that com- 
munications can be received with. For multi-media communication events, 
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analyse how ail the means of communication work——and work together— 
and through which senses. 


Pick out a communication that requires sight as well as one or more other 
senses. Decide what role sight plays in the total message. Does it com- 
municate the main information or does it play a supporting role to the 
information conveyed by other senses? 


NUISE: A BARRIER TO COMMUNICATION 


When communication succeeds, the right people receive the message as 
planned. But there are many reasons why this sometimes does not happen. 
Anything which stops a message getting through is called ‘noise’. ‘Visual 
noise’-—the kind we are most concerned with—is seen and not heard. 

Visual and other noise can occur anywhere in the communication 
process. Noise may have been unintentionally built into the design of visual 
communication by a bad choice of lettering or colour. Psychological noise 
may happen if the audience has the wrong feelings about a message. Noise 
can come from the setting too: there may not be enough light to read by; it 
may not be dark enough in the early evening for people to see the film 
clearly in an outdoor cinema; dust and rain may weather a poster or 
painting until it is obscure; and so on. 


Choose a visual message that seems to contain ‘noise’. What keeps the 
message from getting through? Could the noise have been avoided? If so, 
how? 


FEEDBACK 


Knowing how well a communication worked is invaluable information for 
planning the next one. Look through your visual inventory for particularly 
successful examples. Did the people who made them have some way of 
finding out how the audience responded to them? It is always useful to get 
feedback on your communications. Often, valuable feedback may be 
available just for the labour of listening to people. At other times more 
elaborate testing may be necessary. 


Can you think of an easy way to get feedback for one of your visual 
messages? 
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Sample: modern medium, United 
States book cover 
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VISUAL INVENTORY CHECKLISTS 
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Sample: traditional medium, Mexico wall painting 


VISUAL INVENTORY CHECKLIST 
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Analysing visual language: an overview 


As you collect your visual inventory and think about how your visuals 
communicate, you will probably find that you can make some 
generalizations. Perhaps, for example, your intended audience is only 
familiar with a few mediated methods of visual communication. Or, 
perhaps there are only a few methods that ever reach them successfully. In 
this case you will not have much choice of new media for making 
messages. Either you will adapt their present visual language to what you 
want to say, or you will teach them a new visual language with your new 
materials—probably you will do a little of both. 

However, if your audience is familiar with many different methods of 
visual Communication, the situation, though more promising, may be 
harder to sum up. Here are some questions that may help: what methods 
do they seem to like best? Which do they understand best? Which type 
seems to get through to everyone you want to reach? 

As you think about the best combinations of medium and visual 
language, remember that modernizing information, modern media and 
international visual language may not always go together. Similarly 
traditional media, culturally-oriented visual language and local information 
may not be inseparable. Traditional visual language may be adapted to 
modern media and carry modernizing information. Perhaps traditional 
media can carry modern messages too. If the people you want to reach are 
having difficulty in understanding the modernizing information carried by 
international visual language through modern media, one cf the com- 
binations suggested above may be your best bet. But whatever your deci- 
sion, it should be based on the evidence in your visual inventory. 

We realize we are raising some complicated matters here. At least in the 
beginning some of your visual strategies may have to proceed from in- 
formed hunches. If you can, though, test the most important ones by some 
appropriate methods. You can use one from the monograph on evaluation 
or some other expert source. or you can work out a more informal inquiry 
based on the questions and exercises in this chapter. 


MORRIS'S THEORY OF SIGNS 


To put information into any visual language, you need to know the rules of 
that language. Charles Morris’s theory of signs provides a good way to 
analyse visual and other communications. To Morris, signs have three 
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aspects or dimensions. He summed them up like this: A sign refers to 
something for someone. . 

In this simple sentence, we have (a) the sign itself, with its organization 
or syntax; (b) what it refers to, or its semantic dimension; and (c) how a 
person uses it, or its pragmatic dimension. Only in the pragmatic dimension 
does a sign truly have meaning. For, as we said earlier, meanings are in 
people, not in messages. 


Syntax of visual language 


-=+ A 
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Visual syntax: for verbal 

forms, lines combine into For visual forms, lines combine to 
letters, which create a make a meaningful shape 
meaningful word 


In visual language, the syntax is made up of shapes, lines, textures, tones, 
patterns and colours. These can all be organized in different ways, just as 
words in verbal languages can. If you know two languages, try this: 
Translate a sentence word for word from one language to the other. Con- 
fusing, isn’t it? And how much more confusing if you use the many visual 
elements instead of only words! 

Most people, designers included, use visual syntax unconsciously. There 
is little problem, so long as they stick to their own visual language. But if 
you use some other borrowed visual language and do not get the syntax 
right, the results will be as garbled as Swahili constructed like Spanish. 

In Step 12, Chapter III, page 115, we give detailed explanations about 
building visual syntax. From it, you can get some ideas about what to look for 
in analysing the syntax of items in your visual inventory. Much remains to be 
known, however, even about the syntax of international graphic styles. 
Perhaps in time you can compile a visual grammar of your culture. 
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Look through the different kinds of mediated visual communication in your 
inventory. Do they seem to differ in their syntax? Does a certain kind of 
syntax seem tied to certain styles, media or subjects? Do some kinds of 
syntax seem to be understood better than others? 


The semantic dimension of visuals 


Have you ever read something that sounded right and seemed familiar 
—yet you could not understand it? Probably you knew the syntax but 
did not know what the words meant. Nonsense writers often do this for fun. 
A famous example in English is Lewis Carroll’s The Jabberwocky. It 
begins, ‘Twas brillig and the slithy toves/Did gyre and gimble in the wabe.’ 
Here, according to Morris, the semantic dimension is missing. 

In visual communication, most people would say that semantic meaning 
is in the subjects of the pictures. As we have seen, however, visual com- 
munication has other ways to refer to ideas as well. Colours, materials, 
even makers and processes, can symbolize things and ideas. When they do, 
they have a semantic dimension. 

In looking over the visual languages in your inventory, try to see all the 
ways they refer to ideas and things. Perhaps in time you can compile a 
visual dictionary. Meanwhile, ask yourself whether the semantic dimension 
works differently between traditional visual language and the international 
visual style. If so, what happens when modern graphics use elements with 
traditional meanings? For example, if a red circle traditionally stands for 
good fortune, how do people interpret a child’s red ball in an international 
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primer? What about a red house? A green ball? In other words, what 
visual element or combination carries the meaning, and do traditional 
meaning codes carry over into modern graphic styles—perhaps un- 
recognized by their makers? We suspect this often happens. 


Does anything similar happen in your inventory? If you have a modern 
visual message that uses elements also carrying traditional meaning, show 
it to someone in your intended audience to get feedback. 


Pragmatic meaning of visuals 

In Morris’s theory, how people think, feel or act as a result of a message is 
its meaning. Whether or not you agree, your new communications will 
succeed only if they have the effect you want them to have. To do this they 
must, of course, use the syntactical and semantic dimensions in ways the 
audience understands. They must also appeal to the audience appropriate- 
ly. Here the stylistic devices in your inventory and your knowledge of how 
these affect your audience can be extremely helpful—especially when the 
new information is not entirely welcome or eagerly sought. Favourite 
communication forms, colours and devices—like visuali wit—can, if appro- 
priate, help create a favourable feeling toward the new message. But, ulti- 
mately, the test of a good visual is—are the viewers able to relate, respond, 
act as suggested? 


Pick out some examples in which all the elements of a visual work together 
to produce a message with the right pragmatic meaning. Where do some of 
the others seem to go wrong, if they do? 


Summary 


Communication for development is not making things; it is making things 
happen. Communication is a process, and if the right things are to happen, 
all the parts of that process must work together. 

The first job of the visual communicator is not to draw pictures. It is to 
find out what visual communication is already going on among the people 
he wants to reach, and to get the other information he needs in order to 
design materials that communicate properly. To do thi. | > makes a collec- 
tion, called a ‘visual inventory’. Instead of putting together elegant designs 
from all over the world, he samples the visual communication his intended 
audience already sees. Then he finds out how—and whether—these 
examples communicate by asking questions based on a model of the com- 
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munication process. The visual language of the successful visual messages 
can then be analysed. Then, when appropriate, it can be used in new visual 
messages. 

The next chapter builds on this research base. It takes up designing com- 
munication, and making visual communication, that takes advantage of 
existing communication patterns and processes in a community or culture. 
Doing this should increase your chances of making the right things happen. 


CHAPTER II 


Designing visual messages 


In the first two chapters we have said repeatedly that visuals and other 
ways of communicating should be designed to get the right message to the 
right people so that the right things happen. Now the time has come to say 
how this should be done. Essentially, this is what should happen: you start 
by deciding your purpose and you explore its communication implications; 
then you develop your plans; you make and reproduce your message; aiid 
the process is completed by distribution and evaluation. 

The visual inventory discussed in Chapter II should provide a storehouse 
of ideas. You can find in it visual forms, styles, graphic methods and 
treatments which will already be understood by the people you want to 
reach. The different ways that meaning has been built into messages in 
your visual inventory should suggest methods for making new messages. 
Established distribution patterns should point to similar paths you might 
use. You can avoid ‘noise’ more easily when some of the potential sources 
have been identified in the inventory. Sometimes you might even find ideas 
for recruiting staff and methods of production through your inventory. And 
if, unhappily, your research has provided little material, at icast you will 
have a better idea of the size and shape of the void to be filled. 

The job now is to bring together this research with the communication 
problem at hand and the resources available for solving it. The task is also 
to find ways to translate new visual messages into a form that your 
audience will understand, if possible. 

The systematic process for doing so presented on the following pages 
has been developed from well-known methods of problem solving. Visual 
communication students at The Ohio State University have used it in many 
contexts. These include public service and a wide variety of community 
communication projects. Here we have tried to adapt it for use in other 
contexts and other cultures. We hope it will be useful to you, and we hope 
to hear how you have used it. 
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The design process: its purpose and uses 


We feel that an important reason why visuals so often do a poor job in 
communication for development is that they are based on mistaken ideas. 
Too often, thinking has been confined to a few visual media, styles and 
forms, simply because we have worked from borrowed assumptions related 
to alien contexts. Many alternative possibilities have gone unseen, and the 
choices made have been regrettably and unnecessarily limited. 

The process recommended here does little more than make objective and 
orderly many of the things that planners and designers are already doing. 
But by making decisions objectively, you should be able to look more 
easily into the assumptions behind them. Doing this may open new doors. 
And proceeding step by step can help you look through these doors before 
starting on a perhaps long and costly trip—and perhaps in the wrong direc- 
tion! In short, we think the process can help you visually translate your 
communication intentions into the right effect on the right audience. 

Media heads and project directors may say they do not have the time 
and resources to do everything recommended here. It may not be necessary 
for you always to carry out all the steps described here. In any case, the 
realities of time and money are accounted for. Many steps can be gone 
through quickly, especially with practice. This kind of research and plan- 
ning can help you cut down on wasted effort. It can help you solve the right 
problem, and even a modest project that does what it is supposed to do is 
more effective than a diffuse one that misses the point. And if artists and 
designers are shaking their heads over what they think are the non-visual 
topics, we can only say—look closely; they are meant to help you become 
visual communicators. 

Of course the size, scope, practical reality and cultural context of 
different projects in different places will vary tremendously. Different 
people will necessarily use different parts of the plan presented here, and 
often in a quite different manner. A high-level planner, for example, should 
find the discussion on the planning aspect a useful way to organize data in 
order to set priorities. The rest of the discussion on the design process 
might act as a guide for him when administering the visual side of projects 
and evaluating the results. Project planners, artists and other members of 
professional communication teams can use the structures of the design 
process described below as common ground—they can meet on it and 
work from it, even though their directions will diverge. 

But what of the lone field worker carrying out someone else’s ideas, 
coping with many problems, and caught in often fierce constraints of time 
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and money? We think that he too can profit from the discussion. Let us use 
him as an example. In this way others too may be able to see more clearly 
the uses of the procedure proposed below. 


An example: Let us think of a village-level worker conducting literacy 
classes based on radio broadcasts. Although he can make suggestions, he 
cannot control the content of the broadcasts. Probably, he can obtain 
materials produced at a central location. But his job includes creating ways 
for people to practise reading and writing, and he works with little more 
than his own ingenuity. He was not chosen for his drawing skills, so let us 
make things a little harder. Our worker cannot draw well. 

In the present situation he does need some visuals, so he probably makes 
some line-drawings in perspective—badly. These are reproduced as 
cheaply as possible—also badly. Consequently, he often spends class time 
explaining what he has drawn. These drawings have a limited role. In the 
beginning the students are expected to name many of the drawings. Later 
on, they write simple sentences or answer questions about them. The 
students may fasten the sheets together as a workbook. 

Our field worker, however, has one important advantage over more 
professionally trained peopie who plan and make materials at a centralized 
location for distribution to people they do not know. He does know his 
audience—and well. Therefore, he does not have to gather nearly as much 
information, although he may need to make more objective some of the 
things that he does know. He can only collect his visual inventory in the 
local area. Finding out about the facilities for making new messages is one 
of the main tasks ahead. His choices are probably not great, so it should 
not be hard. However, he may want to look into some of the suggested 
cheaper ways to reproduce visuals, and some other pessibilities besides 
print. 

He may not bother with the work plan: that is another step in the design 
process; or he may decide that a simple work plan is a good way to see 
how everything he has to do is related in time, and when it is best to do 
what. And a final big advantage: he can find out as he goes along which 
materials do their job best, so he can repeat and build on his successes. 

The most important parts of the design process for such a worker are 
probably: choosing the form or forms; deciding on graphic methods and 
treatments; and making visual messages. These last two parts are covered 
later in detail (see step 10 and step 12). So let us look now at how he thinks 
about the kinds of materials he might develop. 

Checking across the communication model and summarizing what it 
implies for his goals and resources may suggest a lot of ideas besides 
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workbooks. If his class is in a factory, reading and writing might begin with 
signs for different parts of the building, or for the workers’ own machines. 
Farmers could work with labelled diagrams of some process they needed to 
learn, such as the diagram for transplanting coffee trees we mentioned at 
the beginning of Chapter I—without perspective if the farmers do not 
understand perspective. Or they could use some set of measurements for 
planting, harvesting or selling their crop. Women could work on charts of 
important nutritional information, good meal plans, etc., and stick them up 
in their kitchens. And with any of these groups, the field worker could plan 
his visuals so that many were used several times. They could appear first as 
pictures to be named. Then they could be made into a visual-verbal dic- 
tionary. Later they could stand at the head of informative pamphlets about 
each subject. This plan would save him work and establish the continuity 
of the information at the same time. 

Of the many other possibilities, we cannot resist adding just one. 
Perhaps our field worker can find ways for his class to learn by making 
some of their own materials. Then he could make sure people understood 
their own visuals! He would also be involving them more closély in learn- 
ing—as educators recommend. And he would take pressure off his own 
lack of drawing skill. He would have to plan carefully, though. 


Who is on the design team? 


Before we go through the design process in detail, we want to take up 
briefly the question of who makes designing decisions and how. Many 
communication projects bring together writers, artists, photographers, 
administrators and technicians. Sometimes they include others, such as 
actors, dancers and musicians. These people represent a wide range of 
experience, skills and perspectives, and they should be involved in making 
decisions. The resulting pool of possibilities wiil almost certainly be wider 
than when a few people at the top decide most matters. It may also help the 
project to make more effective use of their skills. And in the dynamic spirit 
of co-operation that can result, everyone is likely to work harder and with a 
better sense of purpose. 

Such wide participation can create chaos, as well as creativity. But ina 
systematic, step-by-step process, people can contribute ideas on certain 
matters at specific times. Each person has his own job and responsibilities. 
Administrators do not give up their roles as decision-makers. Instead, they 
have more ideas and information on which to base their decisions. 
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Depending on the project, people can contribute ideas formally or infor- 
mally. Group planning works best when many points of view are needed. 
For instance, it is good for thinking up ideas and discussing their strong 
and weak points. The best number is six to eight people. In larger groups, a 
few people usually dominate and the rest sit back. On very large projects, 
perhaps members within each section could meet. Then representatives 
from different sections could meet and discuss the ideas, and add more. 


The design process—step by step 


As you go through this discussion of the design process, you will, of 
course, need to adapt it to your own situation. The exercises printed in bold 
type can help you. They may also be useful to help you think through a 
communication problem of your own. Then you will have a headstart in 
solving it. If you are not an artist, you can still decide how things should 
look, and why. If they do not come out looking the way you wanted them 
te, you can then discuss with the artist why they are not as effective as you 
wished. Together you can work to correct the situation. 


THE PLANNING PHASE 


Step 1: Defining the problem and setting goais 

Since everything will be aimed at reaching some goal, the first step is to 
decide on that goal. Do not jump immediately to thinking about what you 
want to produce. Instead, think about what you want to happen. You 
might think first about the people you want to reach, and then about the 
effect you want your project to have on them. Should they learn something 
from it? What is it? Should they do something because of it? What? 
Should they feel differ it? 7 hese 


DESIGNING VISUAL MESSAGES 85 


Writing down your goal as definitely as possible will make it easier to 
evaluate your project later. Perhaps the monograph on evaluation in this 
series Or some other source of advice can show you some form to use. 
Otherwise, try to put it down on paper so that some objective way to find 
out the effect can be used. The questions in the preceding paragraph may 
supply some ideas. 

And do try to be realistic. Wren a lot needs to be done and money is in 
short supply, sometimes people try to do too much with too little. 
Sometimes, too, you can accomplish more when you try to do less. Sup- 
pose, for example, your team is part of a larger literacy campaign. The 
over-all goal is to increase the number of people who can read by x per 
cent. One primer cannot possibly do the whole job. So you should decide 
from the beginning what part of the job your own project will do. 


Write down your goal as specifically and objectively as possible. 
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Step 2: Analysing the problem with the communication model 

The next step is to lay out the problem piece by piece along the com- 
munication model. Doing this will show you what you know aiid what you 
still need to know in order to choose a good form for the project—one that 
communicates correctly and is also practical to make and distribute. 

Some designers write the pertinent information on cards. They stick 
these cards on a large drawing of the communication model, where 
everyone can see them easily. If different information becomes important 
—and it probably will—the cards can be changed. 

The first main block of the model concerns the institutional setting. 
Within it, the purpose of the communication is your goal, already sum- 
marized in Step 1. This goal is no doubt meant to advance some of the in- 
stitution’s aims and ways of thinking. But there may also be other ideas, 
ideals, policies or philosophies that conflict with otherwise good design 
solutions. Sometimes even personalities and personal biases must be taken 
into account, although probably not publicly. (A good way to counter such 
resistance is to show, objectively, why a message will do the intended job 
weil—all the way across the communication model!) 

Organizations may also be able to aid certain communication projects 
more than others. A distribution network, for example, might do well for 
printed messages but not a puppet show. And also consider how the 
audience already feels about the sponsoring institution. Do the people you 
want to reach know it exists? Do they trust it, obey it, ignore it? These 
attitudes can influence the decision about the best way to make the com- 
munication. Try to be objective, even about your own organization. 

Then comes the design team’s skills. There is little use in planning a 
project that cannot be carried out—or in not using the many skills that are 
available. Some kinds of projects may call for a change of staff. This factor 
should certainly be considered at an early stage. 

Under the message, the second block of the communication model, enter 
the most successful visual media, forms, etc., from the visual inventory." 
Also include the same kinds of information about important non-visual 
forms, such as radio and storytelling. Each form does not have to be ac- 
counted for at every stage of the model. Instead, list the most successful 
forms, methods and treatments; the best possibilities for materials; the best 
production and distribution methods, etc. Then, later, you may be able to 
combine several of these characteristics in the new communication 


technique. 
‘When you consider the audience, think about both who it includes and 


how it is limited. Note where people live, their age, sex, etc. Enter any other 
facts that affect how messages can best be made to reach them. Include the 
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literacy rate and level, and facilities for receiving messages, such as 
libraries, cinemas, radios and festivals, and other settings of traditional 
media. Note, too, where people come in contact with messages. Let us say. 
for example, that you want to reach village women. If most of them go to 
the well or the market, these might be good places to put things you want 
them to see. If they rarely leave their houses, though, you will have to find 
some form that goes into those houses, and some reason for it to do so. 
Also think about the senses with which people receive messages, for you 
want to use the same combinations. As for the important matter of 
response, find out which of your messages or message elements have been 
received most favourably, especially if they seem pertinent to the kinds of 
things you will be trying to do. Some of these possible purposes of visuals 
include: (a) showing someone how to do something; (b) providing practice 
in using some skill; (c) informing; (d) persuading; (e) creating a mood: or (f) 
describing. 


Fill in the communication model with the information that seems most ap- 
propriate. Use the model presented at the beginning of Chapter II, or 
another, and put the information on cards or slips of paper if that seems 
easier—for example, there may be a lot of information, or you think the 
most important facts may change. 


START FINISH 


Step 3: Making a work plan with budgets, schedules, assignments 

When the work to be done has been outlined on your communication 
model, you can begin thinking about the resources available for planning, 
making and distributing your project. Many decisions will have to wait 
until the main form of the project is set, but thinking ahead now will help 
you to decide which forms are feasible. As you may guess, we think that 
spending time—and money—in planning can help to ensure the success of 
your project. 

For complex projects, we suggest using a flow chart like the examples 
shown on page 88. Such a diagram helps you see graphically the time you 
need for each piece. It also shows which jobs must be done first; which can 
be done at the same time; and which must wait until the others are finished. 
If you add information about costs, facilitles to use and who will do what, 
you have a master plan for the whole project. Other people can use it to 
check their own responsibilities and deadlines. 
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Of course, spreading out the parts on a flow chart does not mean they 
will all be done on schedule. When problems arise, though, you can easily 
see how one change affects the whole. If there is a delay in one place, for 
example, you can see if speeding up in another will help. Or is it better to 
drop that—and what will happen if you do? Similarly, when cost is the 
problem, you can decide which piece can be done more cheaply with the 
least harm to the whole project design. If the project goes faster or costs 
less than planned, the flow chart can also help you decide what change will 
bring most benefit to the whole plan. Unfortunately, however, being in the 
fortunate position of having to make this happy decision does not happen 
very often. 


Decide if you will need a flow chart. If so, begin to fill in one like those 
shown on page 88 or make another that is more suitable. 


Step 4: Gathering more data 

You may very well have to get more information to fill in gaps in the com- 
munication model. The graphic designer in particular has to know about 
the technical facilities available for making and distributing new messages. 
If the basic information has been collected for a previous project, bringing 
it up to date should be easy. If not, it is a good idea to look into these 
technical details early. Some minor matter, easily overlooked, can be im- 
portant later. If, for example, only certain sizes of presses, kinds of cameras 
and typefaces are available, printed projects must be planned with these 
restrictions in mind. Even the availability of inks and papers can affect the 
design choice. 

There are so many variables it is hard to predict the effect of any one 
detail. For example, if wages are low, setting type by hand may not be a big 
problem. Enough time must be allowed for this, but if the typesetters are 
not skilled, or the equipment is old, lines may be uneven. On the other 
hand, if wages are high, the cost of hand-setting can be high. Large blocks 
of type in the message may not be a good choice if the budget is very 
limited. 
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On the following pages some sample checklists are given which youcan use 
in finding out about the technical details to consider for print and traditional 
media. You may, of course, ave to change them to suit your own situation. 
We have included some notes about the advantages and disadvantages of 
these media as communication, since these factors should also be keptin mind. 


CHECKLIST I MODERN MASS MEDIA—-PRINT 


Advantages: Messages are reproduced easily and quickly——and cheaply as well. Unlike 
radio, television, film, etc., printed messages remain after the event for people to keep, 
use, study and pass on. Thig ig often a good choice when the same information goes to 
many people. 

Disadvantages: Preparing the message for reproduction can be expensive. It can also 
require skills and facilities iz sti supply. Often print does not make as much impres- 
sion as radio, television, i'm, eid some traditional media. It is less suitable for com- 
municating some kinds of information, such as, for example, processes involving time 
arid motion. 

Implications for design: Try to make printed materials interesting and appealing. Consider 
teaming print with other media that have impact but do not leave messages behind. 
Examples: films, slide shows, puppet shows, festivals. etc. Pay special attention to 
visualizing the messages which illustrate abstract concepts as well as concepts of time 
and motion. 

Check visual inventory: Find appropriate ways to make messages interesting. How does 
your audience feel about, understand and respond to modern print media and ‘inter- 
national’ graphic conventions? 

Remember: Print media and ‘international’ graphic conventions do not have to go 
together. Print media can be combined with traditional and folk media. 

Factors influencing reproduction: Where applicable, check the availability, quality, cost 
and time required for the following: 


1. Methods available: letterpress, offset (lithography), gravure, silk screen, etc. 

2. Specifications of equipment. 

(a) colour: single colour to full-colour reproduction; 

(b) registration: crude to fine; 

(c) size of printing surface; 

(d) number of copies that can be produced (per hour, day, etc.). 

3. Preparation of materials. 

(2) Location of facilities: inside your institution or elsewhere: 

(b) Techniques: 
Photography—i) equipment: cameras, lenses, lighting filters, screens, (i7) processing 
materials: film and printing papers, chemicals, darkroom, etc., (iii) facilities for printing 
and storing; 
Handgraphics (visualizations made by hand)—({) whether drawing, painting, lettering, 
diagrams, etc., (ii) supplies, equipment and special processes: 
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Typography—{i) methods of typesetting: by hand. machine. photography. computer. 
iin type faces: styles. sizes. weights (bold to light). (iii) Copy preparation: system for 
marking copy to fit (what is it?). numbers and kinds of proofs 

4. Printing. 

(a) Printer: 

Location. 

Production schedule: 

Ways to check on work in progress: 
Way of estimating costs. 

(b} Preparation of plates: 

Halftones and line screens: 
Enlarging and reducing to scale: 
Photographic platemaking processes. 

(c) Materials: 
Paper—i) sizes. weights, colours, finishes, (//) performance when printed, folded. 
bound. (iii) durability. 
Inks ~i) colours, (ii) performance in multi-colour press runs, transparency or opacity 
(affects final colours), drying time (affects printing time). 

(d) Management of other printing procedures: 
Numbers and kinds of proofs: 
Folding. binding, packaging. 

5. Distribution. 

(a) Methods: truck, train. car, cart, plane, etc.: 

(b) Facilities for storing and receiving; 

(c) Methods of billing and payment. 

6. Possible sources of ‘noise’. 

(a) Bad reproduction (from what part of the process?); 

(b) Bad reception: light, climate, distractions, etc. 

7. Estimated cost. 

(a) Over-all cost: 

(b) Possible methods of paynient; é 

(c) Cost per person in the audience. 

Some print forms: voks, pamphlets, charts, catalogues, newspapers, magazines, posters, 
flashcards, programmes of performances and events, billboards, labels. 

Some smaller scale, cheaper ways to print information: Blue prints, carbon paper, diazo, 
gelatine, using ditto marks, still photographs (contact prints are cheapest), stamps 
(rubber, wood, stone, etc.), stencils, microfilm, silk screen, xerography, mimeography, 
typing. l 

Some ways to display printed information: Bulletin, felt and flannel boards; easels; two 
and three-dimensional exhibits; posting on walls, etc.; overhead and other projectors. 
Record players and tape recorders can be used to add sound for a multi-media show. 

Note: Textbooks and articles on audiovisual communication suggest even more 
possibilities and tell in detail how to make various visual materials. A few good sources 
of this kind of help are in the bibliography. 


Do you think you might use print? If so, try filling in this checklist. If you do not want to get all 
the information now, make a note of the information you still need and decide how to get it. 
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CHECKLIST 11 TRADITIONAL MEDIA 


Traditional media can take many forms, so this list is not as complete as the first. 
Nevertheless, it should help you to see the kinds of things to check on. 

Advantages: Usually much cheaper to make. Forms and codes are usually well accepted 
and understood by traditional audiences. 

Disadvantages: Often little or no saving when communications are made in quantity. May 
be looked down on by some (modernized) audiences or people anxious for change. 
Design implications: Can be a good choice when projects are small and aimed at 
traditional groups. Also consider using traditional codes in mass-produced media. 
Traditional media factors: Check availability, cost, tradition of making and use when 

appropriate: 
A. MEDIA 
1. Two-dimensional. 
(a) Forms: paintings, drawings, charts, etc. 
(b) Locations: 
On walls—private houses, shops, temples, public buildings, etc.; 
On floors—earth, grass, wood, etc.; 
On roadsides, hillsides, and on natural objects such as trees; 
At festivals; 
On objects. 
2. Three-dimensional. 
(a) Forms: sculpture, household items, shrines, toys, food, clothing, other body 
adornments, ete. 
(b) Locations: 
At village wells, ponds, town centres; 
Along streets, roads, paths; 
On people; 
At festivals. 
3. Multi-media. 
(a) Dramatic presentations: 
Plays—with actors, musicians, dancers, etc.; 
Puppet, marionette and shadow puppet shows; 
Dances, etc. 
(b) Special events: 
Religious and other fairs, holidays, festivals; 
Elections and other political occasions. 
B. MATERIALS AND SUPPLIES 
1. Materials: cloth, paper, mud, bambco, wattles, stones, clay, earth, light, fireworks, etc. 
2. Art supplies and tools: brushes, pens, pigments (earth, vegetable, chemical) and carriers 
of pigments—oil, water, milk, etc. 
C. MAKERS: their roles and skills. 
D. PRODUCTION PROCEDURES: personnel, facilities, organization, schedules, cost. 
E. DURABILITY. 
F. DISTRIBUTION: placement and removal. 
G. POSSIBLE NOISE FACTORS: environment (rain, dust, frost, etc.), location, bad lighting. 
audience attitudes. 
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H. COST. 
1. Over-all estimate. 
2. Possible methods of payment. 
3. Cost per person. 


Are there some ways that traditional media might play a part—large or small—in your 
project? Try to jot down a few. Then think about which of these possibilities—or others—you 
could use, and what they would accomplish. If appropriate, fill out the checklist or make notes 
on the details you would need to know. 
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Step 5: Summarizing the data 

With the relevant facts in your possession, you can start thinking about 
what those facts mean to your new project. Different people will probably 
see very different implications. If there are several people on the project, 
you may want to have a meeting with them. Or people might examine the 
information on their own and bring their comments to the discussion of the 
next step—choosing the form. 

In any case, the communication model can keep you from drowning in 
detail. Look at each part and sum up what the facts suggest at that point. 
For example, the sponsor’s policy may favour some kinds of projects but 
not others. People may like some form or medium and dislike another, or 
like or understand some visual codes and not others. The skills needed for 
some of the suggested projects may be cheaper or more available than for 
others. And so forth. And if our communication model is not a good way 
to show the most relevant information, you may want to work out a better 
one. Just make sure it includes all the parts of the communication process. 


Using an appropriate communication model, sum up what the relevant 


_facts imply about ways to put your project together. 


~ 
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Step 6: Choosing the form for the project 

This is a crucial step where you will decide on the form for your project. It 
may not involve visuals at all. However, we are particularly concerned with 
the visual possibilities, and this is the time to consider them. The informa- 
tion to think about includes the visual inventory and the details about 
facilities for making new messages, both summarized in the previous step. 
Then, if you want to get an overview of the visual possibilities, you may 
want to look ahead to Step 10(b): Communication strengths and 
weaknesses of some visualizing methods and treatments, and Step 12: 
Making content visible which discusses ways to construct visual messages. 

There may be many possible choices. Along with primers, workbooks, 
etc., a literacy campaign might use wall charts, posters, paintings, even a 
puppet show or some other performance to motivate or reinforce learning. 
Sometimes, as with the field worker in our example given earlier where 
radio carried the main content of the lessons, you might not even need a 
text. 

This is a good time to get some different ideas, and think about them 
from different points of view. So, as we said in the previous step, it is a good 
time to have a meeting to decide how best to achieve your over-all goal. 
You will be thinking about the information summarized on the communica- 
tion model, and relating it to the opportunites and constraints indicated on 
your work plan. Putting these three key pieces of information where 
everyone can see them and referring to them can help people stick to the 
subject, and explore it thoroughly. 

If you are in charge of such a meeting, your main job is to encourage the 
members of the design team to express their ideas for the project freely. 
Especially at first, many of these will be impractical. However, they may 
suggest other ideas that will work—and would not have been thought of 
otherwise. You might start people thinking by asking questions about the 
people you want to reach. What communication forms do they seem to like 
and understand? How can you expect them to feel about your goal? Do 
you need to convince them, entertain them? 
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Later, the most promising ideas can be checked carefully across the 
communication model. How do ideas that suit one part of the model fit 
others? What are the practical advantages of the best ideas? The 
difficulties? 

Here are some questions you can use to evaluate the proposed desig 
solutions: 

1. Can the form carry the content effectively? Different forms and media 
do some jobs better than others. Make sure your choice can do the job 
that is required of it. 

2. Will it reach the people you want to reach? Think through how your in- 
tended audience will come in contact with the message. What problems 
must be solved to make sure they see it? 

3. Will it have the effect you want? This is probably the most important 
question—-and the hardest to answer. By now, ycu should have a good 
idea of how your audience will react to the forms and media you are 
considering. In all but the largest projects, that should be enough. 
However, if you can, you may eventually be able to try out a piece of 
your project on a sample of your audience. 

4. What is the estimated cost per receiver? The answer ought to be the 
deciding factor in choosing between two projects that would work 
equally well, for it measures cost in terms of communication. Often, 
though, the budget will not stretch far enough. If something cheaper 
must be chosen even though it does not reach as many people, or work 
as well, you can: (a) see if the inventory suggests a way to cover part of 
the costs; and (b) argue objectively right across the communication 
model why it should be chosen. Sometimes miracles do happen, and 
money can be found if the case has been made convincingly. 


Hold a meeting like the one we have outlined. Write down all the possible 
ideas for solving your communication problem from the different points of 
view that might be represented. Check through the communication model 
and the questions we suggest. Add any more that you think are pertinent. 
Then select the form for your project. 


Step 7: Setting guidelines l 
When the form has been decided on, it is a good idea to write—simply and 
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clearly—the important points to follow in making the new message. 
Include the main ideas and how you will eet them across. Put down the 
main raaterials to be used, and any limitations inposeu by the technology 
you will use. Such guidelines make it easier to deveiop the project larer, 
You can try them out first in the next step, the rough draft, and modify 
them if necessary. Then you can use them in drawing up the visual 
specifications called for in Step 1). 


Draw up guidelines for your project. 


MAKING THE MESSAGE 


Step 8: The rough draft 

It often helps to work out your project first in a rough draft. In this way 
you can explore the problems and opportunities of your chosen form. if it 
does not seem to do the jcb well, you can choose another form without 
wasting much time and effort. 

The rough draft does not have to look pretty, but it should include all the 
important concepts you want to convey and some indication of how you 
will do so. You can save time by using some simple form close to the final 
one, so you will not have to translate your ideas later on. An outline or 
written summary is sufficient for a mostly written project, and sketches can 
be included if and when they are necessary. When words and pictures are 
bott important, written roughs and sketches can be combined in various 
ways. Projects which are mainly visual can be planned completely or most- 
ly with drawings. Storyboards are a familiar form that are useful in this 
way. 


Make a quick rough draft of your project. 


f 
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Step 9: Filling in the work plan to assign visual roles and responsibilities 
If you are us.1g a work plan or flow chart, you should fill it in and bring it 
up to date after you have made. the decisions about the forms your project 
will take. Then everyone will know what he is responsible for and when 
different parts of his job should be finished. Within a project. of course, 
‘visua! people’ can have many differeni roles. 

Editors probably head the visual units in most literacy projects, but a 
designer might be in charge of an exhibition, a photo series, a multi-media 
show, etc. If he is working on a book without pictures, a designer's job is 
mostly technical. He decides on the type to use and its arrangement on the 
pages—not always small matters. He also gets the book ready for 
reproduction, a job he usually does on other printed projects as well. He 
may be in charge of illustrations too. He may or may not have people 
working under him. His title may be art director, artist, layout artist, paste- 
up artist or production director. 


Step 10: Making visual choices 

Starting with the first draft, the ‘visual people’ and the ‘word people’ need 
to work together closely. If they can decide what will be done visually and 
what verbally, then they can save time, for they will not duplicate each 
others’ efforts. When the rough draft has been approved, the artists and 
designers can then go on to decide where each visual should be placed, 
whai it should do, and how it should be made, still checking closely with 
the other people involved in the project. 


(a) The central problem: translation. Whatever his role, the visual artist or 
designer who wants to communicate visually must be a translator as well. 
For he must put his messages, as much as possible, into visual language his 
audience understands. This poses problems when the modern international 
style does not communicate well enough. The visual conventions people do 
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understand probably developed to express very different. as from birth 
control, growing more food or factory safety. Using the peojie’s traditional 
visual idiom to carry modernizing information may seem as hard as dis- 
cussing nuclear physics in Sanskrit, or Old Norse. That is one reason why 
development communicators reach automatically for modern styles: the 
vocabulary is already there, even if people do not understand it. But what is 
the use of addressing people in visual language they do not understand? 

Visual idioms, like verbal languages, have life. They can adapi and grow. 
Even if everything you need is not there—and it probably is not—you will 
have a better chance of getting through if you base your visuals on your 
visual inventory. You may also help to forge a link of visual meaning 
between past and future. 

Two earlier parts of this chapter offer help in translating. The next sec- 
tion, which outlines the communication strengths and weaknesses of some 
graphic methods and their treatments, can help you decide how best to 
visualize the ideas you are dealing with. It also offers tips on using these 
ways to visualize effectively and discusses some important relationships 
between words and pictures in their joint job of communication. Later, 
Making content visible (Step 12) explains how to construct visuals that 
communicate clearly, in ways that are familiar to the people you want to 
reach. a 

Let us take an example in order to show how the process of translation 
works. Suppose you have checked through your visual inventory, your 
goal and the realities of time, staff, money, etc. You are making a primer, 
and you are thinking of illustrating it with drawings based on a style used 
for wall paintings. How do you translate your message in the primer into the 
style of the wall painting? 

Obviously, you will be changing some aspects of that or any other style, 
no matter what you do. The subject will, of course, be different. The scale 
will have to be adapted from large to small. Colours will probably differ 
too, due to the production and reproduction processes and inks. In fact, 
colour may drop out entirely if you intend to use only black and white. The 
relationship between audience and communication will change too. We 
handle a book, but we can only look at a wall painting from a distance, and 
from a certain set place. 

Your visual inventory can help you to decide whether and how these 
changes will affect the way this style communicates, and even if it is appro- 
priate for the new message. Then you can think about whether the com- 
munication strengths of this style make it a good choice for the kinds of 
information you want to convey. The section on strengths and weaknesses 
can help. Finally comes the job of making your pictures in a similar style. 
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We will take up visual syntax in more detail under the section entitled 
Making content visible (step 12), but now, here are three key points to con- 
sider illustrated below: 


l. Look at the visual 3. See how the over-all 
| syntax. Notice how composition is 
lines, shapes and 2. See how objects are organized. Is it, for 
colours are put related to each other example, symmetrical 
together. and to the or asymmetrical? 
background. 


Translation must, of course, be solidly based on knowledge of the 
language. But any good translator will tell you there is more to it than that. 
A good translation also needs intuition, imagination, a touch of the poet or 
artist. Mark Twain said the right word is the difference between a lightning 
bug and lightning. So is the right visual. 

If you are not an artist, do not worry. At least you are using understand- 
able visual language. In any case, no one can tell you how to make this 
vital leap of the imagination. It is common, however, to all good artists and 
designers. So instead of worrying that methodical research and planning 
will kill off your creativity, use it as a foundation to soar from. As you leap 
into making new messages, here are some ideas we hope will act as a 
Springboard. 
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Communication for development has a serious purpose, but everything 
you do does not have to look serious. We have seen far too many boring, 
well-intentioned, ponderous messages turned out in places where the local 
visual style is full of wit and playfulness. Remember that interesting people 
can be part of the challenge, and let the culture help you meet it. Look for 
visual themes your audience likes and decide which ones can be used ap- 
propriately. What, for instance, are their favourite forms and colours. 
drawing and painting treatments, festival decorations, styles for toys? 
How could you use traditional textile or other decorations to enhance a 
book or a poster? What other sources can you draw on to make your com- 
munications appealing? 

When the budget allows for multi-media (even drawings accompanied by 
discs on a record player), how can you capture the excitement of 
traditional puppet shows, dances, shadow plays or pantomimes? When you 
make exhibits, models or mock-ups, how can you apply the culiure’s rules 
for arranging space? Can you adapt the rules for making ihree-dimensional 
objects—such as buildings. gardens and sculpture—io your exhibitions? 
And when the quantity of communications needed is small, could you use 
traditional production processes? They may seem less alien to some 
audiences: and making a few things by hand can be cheaper than making 
them by machine. 


From your visual inventory, pick out some ideas you might use to make 
your messages appeal to your audience. 


(b) Strengths and weaknesses of some visualizing methods and treatments. 


Fruit: a realistic photograph A realistic drawing 
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Working with the culture’s visual language is only a part of the artist’s job. 
He also has to find the best way to convey his information visually. There 
are more ways to do this, and more jobs that visuals can do, than many 
people realize. And using visuals well is doubly important when people can- 
not read, or do not read well. As we have said, visual material can even 
help people learn to read. The possible choices are many, and the points to 
consider range far beyond the simple question: ‘Shall I use drawings or 
photographs?’ 

Here are some examples of what drawings and photographs and other 
graphic techniques can do: (a) in literacy texts drawings can create settings 
in which just a few words convey a great deal; (b) cartoons and comic 
strips do this, but the pictures and situations can be informative and do not 
always have to be funny; (c) other kinds of drawings can show how blood 
flows through the body, or plants take up food; (d) still other visuals create 
moods, from poetic to humorous; (e) different kinds of visuals not only add 
different kinds of information to text but can themselves carry the main in- 
formation; (f) with or without words, colours and shapes such as lines and 
arrows can lead you, for example, through a hospital to a particular clinic 
or show you how to get from one part of the city to another on public 
transport—they can show you how to operate a machine while you are 
standing at the machine! 

To do these jobs well, you need the right visuals. Different kinds succeed 
in communicating different kinds of information, and they should be made 
so that they perform effectively. Whenever possible, visual choices should 
stem from the visual inventory, but they should also be chosen with an eye 
to the communication jobs they do best. In the following checklists, we 
have summarized the communication strengths and weaknesses of some of 
the main graphic methods and treatments. You have met some of the infor- 
mation before, but now is a good time to have it presented in a complete 
form. . 
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REALISTIC TREATMENTS 
Drawing, painting, sculpture, photography, etc. 


1. Strong points 

(a) They give precise descriptions using shapes, textures and compos.uons which resem- 
ble the original. 

(b) Give precise information by reproducing the look of body language, facial expressions i 
and characteristics, dress, etc. 

(c) Show spatial relationships well: in photography threugh the action of lens and film; in 
sculpture and models through three-dimensiona! representation: in drawing and paint- 
ing through perspective, foreshortening, shading, mechanical drawing systems, etc. 


2. Weak points 

(a) May not be native to the culture. 

(b) Require spe:iel skills and sometimes tools, since badly made or poorly reproduced 
visuals do not ‘get through’. 

(c) Lack selectivity: the intended message can become lost among conflicting detail. To 
control this problem: select and compose carefully, especially photographs; use words 
to point out the important information; control syntax (see Steps 11 and 12). The 
following techniques can be used to control syntax: in photography, during develop- 
ment unwanted details can be removed by (i) chemicals, (ii) varying exposure time 
when printing and (iii) changing the quality of the paper; after development the picture 
can be (i) cropped (unwanted parts are cut off) or (ii) airbrushed or have parts 
removed by other hand techniques; in han.:graphics (drawing, painting and sculpture) 
lines, shapes and shading can be controlled to emphasize certain points. 


3. Comments 

(a) Realistic treatments are probably used too often without thought for their special 
strengths and weaknesses. 

(b) Their advantage is to give precise information about how things look. 

(c) When using these methods, give special attention to: (i) how well the audience 
understands them; (ii) focusing on the important information; and (iii) the quality of 
production and reproduction. 

(d) Think about using realistic techniques to convey abstract ideas. 

(e) Also think about your own culture’s conventions to represent reality. 


Take note of the conventions used to represent realistically among the people you want to 
reach. 
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improving piotographs. Before: After: by cropping and enlarging, 
this is a good general view, but it one part has been selected for 
does not focus on one particular emphasis. 

subject. 


Improving realistic drawings. After: new composition, stronger 
Before: viewing angle does not contrast, and details all focus on 
make the important action clear. the important activity. 

Details are confusing and contrast 

is weak. 


ai vee Orthographic-non-perspective 
A photograph of a well drawing of the same well 
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CHECKLIST IV 


ORTHOGRAPHIC VIEWS 


Mechanical or freehand two-dimensional drawings, sometimes painting. vithout 
perspective. 


i. Strong points 

(a) Traditional to many cultures; often made with special conventions and used for cer- 
tain subjects only. Traditional orthographic styles are often easy to imitate. 

(b) Modern mechanically drawn styles are extremely accurate, and useful for: patterns, 
showing exact sizes of pieces; working drawings, showing scale of pieces and how 
they fit together. 

(c) Advantages of some orthographic styles, both modern and traditiona:: oblique styles 
show three sides of a figure without distorting or foreshortening: isometric style shows 
all sides, equally foreshortened—good for drawing objects accurately to scale. 


2. Weak points 

(a) May confuse people used to perspective. (Check the inventory.) 

(b) Traditional and Western mechanical styles may differ. If one is understood, the other 
may not be. (Again, check the inventory.) 

(c) Mechanical orthographic drawing requires special knowledge, skills and tools. 


3. Comments 

(a) Where orthographic drawing is traditional, it can probably be used more frequently. 

(b) Do not confuse freehand traditional styles with Western mechanical methods. 
However, the latter can be useful if the inventory (or spot testing), that is testing small 
samples in different areas, shows they will be understood. 

(c) Traditionally, this method is often used with decorative backgrounds of geometric and 
other absiract patterns. It can also be mixed with other drawing methods. Consider 
using similar devices where appropriate. 

(dj Use traditional orthographic drawing only for appropriate subjects. 


Do the people you want to reach use orthographic styles—traditional or modern? If so, 
for what subjects? How could you use them to visualize information in your project? 
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CHECKLIST V 


PICTOGRAPHS 
Simplified, usually two-dimensional, drawings. 


1. Strong points 

(a} Quickly and easily recognized. 

(b) Define classes of things by their basic shapes. 

(c) Do not require much skill to make and are easily reproduced. 

(d) Useful for: signs: highway, directional, etc.; indicating classes of things in statistical 
charts and diagrams. 

(e) Traditional in many cultures. 


ADD 


2. Weak points 

(a) Cannot individualize, or show particular examples. 

(b) Do not usually convey subtleties of mood or feeling. 

(c) Proportions must be derived correctly to be understood. (Check inventory for 
culture’s conventions.) 


3. Comments 

(a) Traditional in many cultures. 

(b) Can probably be used more frequently: to carry information about classes of things: 
when quick recognition is important; wherever the culture uses them. 

(c) A practical choice—cheap, easily made and adaptable to many media. 

(d) Make sure pictographs are made according to the culture’s conventions. 


Do you have pictographs in your visual inventory? Modern or traditional? If they com- 
municate successfully, decide what information in your project they could carry, and what 
the rules are for making them. 
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CHECKLIST VI 


ABSTRACTIONS 
Distortions to achieve some effect. 


1, Strong points. 
(a) Can produce highly charged visual statements which: convey cultural ideas, make 
social comments, including satire; state personal feelings and reactions. 


2. Weak points 

(a) May not be good for carrying neutral infqrmation. 

(b) Require intimate knowledge of culture’s conventions. 

(c) To make them often requires subtle techniques which are not easy to teach or explain. 


3. Comments 

(a) Used knowingly (and perhaps sparingly) can: convey cultural ideals, perhaps attached 
to new information; comment on a situation; arouse interest in a subject. 

(b) Pay particular attention to the culture’s understanding of an abstract style. It may be 
considered the normal, neutral way to represent things. 

(c) Think about using abstractions to add overtones to a realistic representation. 


Does your culture use abstractions? What is their purpose, or purposes, and what are the 
rules for making them? How might you use them in your project? 


CHECKLIST VII 


DIAGRAMS 
Visual arrangements that show relationship among parts. 


1. Strong points 

(a) Give much information, clearly, in a small space. 

(b) Leave out unimportant details and concentrate on essential relationships. 
(c) Do not require a high degree of drawing skill and are easily reproduced. 


atmetama men aema eet emi nt cronies matin nannies tte nes nee een narrates tenn ne NEN MSTA RETTIG EE ate e ere inne ey necesita o naana soe 
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2. Weak points 
(a) Often require the understanding of special codes. (Check the visual inventory.) 


(b} Require sophisticated sense for organizing information visually—unless traditional 
forms are followed. 


3. Comments 

(a) Some kinds of diagrams are probably traditional in most cultures. (Check the 
inventory.) 

(b) They can be cheap, easy, useful ways to show relationships and are easily reproduced. 

(c) They can probably be used much more than they are at present. 

(d) Diagrams for general audiences should rely on easily understood arrangements and 
symbols. Suggestions: visuel devices to make ideas clear, such as: (i) arrows to show a 
process or time sequence; Ma circling or underlining parts for emphasis; using easily 


(e) Numbers, written words and special codes should be used only for audiences that are 
familiar with them. 


(f) Appropriate traditional patterns and decorations can add visual delight. Diagrams do 
not have to be dull. 


What kinds of diagrams do the people you want to reach understand? How might you use 
some, perhaps cinilar, in your project? 


A A Att 


AY sD 
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CHECKLIST VII 


VISUAL ASPECTS OF WRITTEN AND PRINTED WORDS 


Words ... Remarkable, flexible ... Not bound by visual images ... Callers-up of im- 
aginary worlds, abstract or concrete, inner or outer ... Namers, describers, explainers, 
persuaders ... No wonder people put so much time and effort into learning to read them! 

Along with their linguistic magic, written and printed words have a visual dimension. 
That often neglected aspect is our main concern here: first the visual messages of words; 
then some ways they can combine with visuals to make messages. 
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1. The look of words: typography and cailigraphy (printed and written words) 
(a) Size, shape, lightness, boldness, etc., of written and printed words affect: feeling con- 


veyed by the message; legibility. 
(b) Layout: the visual shapes in which text is printed also affect legibility and meaning. 


2. Relationships of words, pictures and ideas: visuals and text 


(a) When words carry the main message, pictures can: call attention to some part (this is 
probably the most common Western relationship of words and text), explain some 
concept (example: in literacy texts, the known visual code explains the unknown ver- 
bal code.); contribute to a mood; give more information about ideas in the text 
(example: the diagram of a skeleton in an anatomy text). 


(b) When pictures carry the main message, words can: emphasize some part of the visual 
idea; explain the importance of the visual idea; contribute to a mood; add information 
to the visual idea; be understood in the context of the picture. 


Write down some ways you could use these relationships in your own project, or another. 
(If your own project does not combine visuals and words in the ways we are exploring 
here, choose some piece of literacy or other development materials and make notes about 
how you might use these techniques effectively in redesigning it.) 
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3. Relationship of words, pictures and ideas: visual rhetoric 

Pictures and words also express ideas through closer relationships. Sometimes either one 
alone could convey the idea, but the two together make the message clearer and more 
appealing—especially to people who cannot read well. In our own culture it is hard to use 
pictures alone in the ways we list here. Perhaps that is not true in yours, and perhaps you 
have other visual rhetorica! devices. 

(a) One-to-one: word and picture ‘say’ the same. Very common in beginning literacy 

texts. (Example: the word bird and a picture of a bird appear together.) 


A SEE STS ETP SESS 


a a a aeaa a E E 


bird 


Example: the word bird, with a 
drawing of a bird 


(b) Pictured parı or parts stand for the whole. (Example: bread, or tread, vegetables and 
meat, stand for food.) 


food | 


Example: a photograph of a Example: a drawing of a 
vegetable also stands for food vegetable stands for food 
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(c) A common substance stands for many things. (Example: several trees represent 
products made of wood, such as furniture, lumber, books, etc.) 


Examples: several trees can in the same way, water or the | 
suggest related subjects, such as ocean can indicate many related ! 
furniture, lumber, books, etc. if subjects, such as fishing, transpor- | 
the relationship is made clear in tation, swimming, etc. l 
the text | 

i 


(d) A detail identifies. (Example: a typical hat indicates that a woman is from the Altiplano 
of Bolivia or Peru.) 


Examples: a hat indicates that a This headgear identifies a North 
woman is from the Altiplano of Indian bridegroom 
Bolivia or Peru 


bI 


fwa â A ANM 


i 
j 
t 
] 
H 


DESIGNING VISUAL MESSAGES Ili 


(e) A picture is a metaphor: it suggests a quality, or implies comparison. 


! 


Ske aan ene 


Example: an aeroplane flies like a bird 


Complex abstract ideas are conveyed visually, as in national and religious 
symbols, Examples: 


National emblem of Hindu religious American Uncle 
Mexico symbol Sam mailbox 


Does your audience use and enjoy visual rhetoric? Do the literacy or development 
materials you know make use of them? Decide whether you can use visual rhetorical 
devices in your project or some other, and which ones might be appropriate. 


4. Limitations of written words as communication 
(a) Require literacy at an appropriate level. 
(b) Must usually be read in a certain order. 


(c) Often are not as quickly understood as many kinds of non-verbal visual 
communication. 
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5. Comments 

(a) Words are, of course, an excellent way to convey meaning. However, they may be 
depended on alone for people who do not read easily or well, giving them too much to 
understand at too high a level. 

(b) When using visuals with text, decide how both can best be used together in order to 
communicate. 

(c) Look for ways in which your audience’s favourite rhetorical visual devices can enrich 
your whole communication, with or without words. 

(d) Remember in using visual rhetoric that the style and treatment cnosen must com- 
municate the right information. 

(e) Remember that typography, calligraphy and layout are all part of the message that 
printed words communicate, with or without accompanying visuals. 


Try to plan some visuals in relation to text so that the message will get through to people 
who cannot read very well. Use your own project or redesign some previous one. 


Choose a type face (style of printed letters) for your message that you think is appropriate. 


Step 11: Writing visual specifications 

The next step is to make up a list of detailed specifications (specs) or in- 
structions. These sum up all the visual decisions made so far. They also tell 
you, very specifically, how to make your final project embody those 
decisions, and they set a time schedule. If what you make is not going to be 
reproduced by a machine, the ‘specs’ say what to make and how, so that all 
the pieces fit together properly. If it is going to be reproduced by a 
machine, they also specify ways to make the parts by the technical means 
available. Even for a simple project, such a list—which can be simple—is 
important for making sure everything will be—and can be—made. 

If you ac working with print, a key job at this stage is to decide on type 
faces a < sizes for all written parts of your layouts, using information 
about the available printing facilities gathered in Step 4. You will also be 
deciding on visualizing methods and treatments to use (Step 10b) for each 
visual, and the techniques for making them: washes, tones, colours, high- 
contrast photography, etc. 


z i A manaia iilaniatoiiistiinani aoaaa say, aiies 
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The artist, art director or visual designer usually writes these visual 
specifications. Other information he may use includes the work plan, from 
which he sets deadlines. He may want to check as well with the original 
guidelines (Step 7), and even with the goal, set in the beginning. When all 
the parts of the project have been made, he can use the ‘specs’ as the basis 
for writing his instructions to the printer, although he may want to add to 
them, or even change some details. 


SAMPLE VISUAL SPECIFICATIONS: 


PRINT 


l- Title OF Gr Oech eso erennere aere E AEA EE E a aAA EaD 


| 2. Form: Book............ pamphlet............... poster... Other erae a bs ona doceedudauaies . 


| 4. Number to be printed............... 


. Paper: Trimmed Size... Weight: text... COVET......:cceee 


6. Inks: Supplier... ees colour = SYSLEM...... ee eeee eee eaee eee eees one colour 


. Typography: typesetting method .................cccccsecceeccseceeccesecenecsesceueteuseasceeecenees 
typeface or fates mererani arrien na EE E EAE EAA ET iaaa aS 


| 8. Visuals: Number of photographa............... number of handgraphics............... special in- 


structions, photographs (list separately if necesSary)............ccccsssssccceeeeceneeeeeeeenees 
special instructions, handgraphics (list each separately if needed) ................0000 


i 9. ‘Camera-ready’ preparation for plate-making: person responsible.................. 4 


Jiss number and types of overlays... MArking instructions for visuals 
and typography (colour, screening, reversing, etc.) .............ccccececeeseeeeceescnceeeeceeees 


10. Proofs: galley proofs: number in the series................ 


number needed of each............... 
reproduction quality proofs............... number needed............... 
photo and art proofs: types (brown prints, etc.)............... 
number needed............... 


“11. Estimated cost of project... COst per itEM.... ee 
| 12. Billing method: procedure.......... es. coe DALES sasccishocs was cteaianaues'syundeuds Seeaunawns 
| 13. Distribution: storage.............sssesseee shipping method............ceseeeeee total cost of 


distribution...............20+ cost per UMIE..... eee delivery dateS.........cccceseeeeees 


t 
l 


f 


| 
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| 15. Names and addresses of all key people in the project 
Panniers: and designers risser eirio irinn te EEK NARE EENETI EEN pared deemed: 
| Pinte San ri aa A Sublime a nists entero nea iar eae thea NeU EN 
Typesetters .eeseeserrrerressrserirserrersrerrratisetressrsetettterarerasertttttetirsrerttetnseererreras 
Paper süpplefs oniiir inio anir aE Eea EE A E AE KAEA ER on EAEE VENE 
| Artists and photographersasij.ciscetendtonieiminaecannietonn yrs Tehaeie eee raa aides 
| Distnibutors eoe enan eate a a ee T a EA Meet Me Pardes aeas 
OE a E E E a aden ras BON A E 


| How much of this information is relevant to your project, or some previous printed one? | 


: What other details should you know? Make notes of them. If you feel it is appropriate, fill . 


| out print specifications for your own project. 


sh Se 
' SAMPLE VISUAL SPECIFICATIONS: 


i 


TRADITIONAL MEDIA 


le Title OF project iaeiei r E EE AE E EE E Nan Seago adden a see ea Nes 
2. Medium: two-dimensional (painting, CtC.).........cccccceceeesceseeeeeeeeeeeee anes netted nessa eeeees 
three-dimensional (sculpture, Ct.) .........ccccccssessectereneteesceecensseeeseneeeeeeeenensstesseness 
multi-media (drama. dance, puppet SHOW, etC.) ........ eee eeeee rete ee teee ree eee ree eeeae nets 
3. Setting:  loCation........cccseceseeseeee SIZE eCa environment: 
lighting.............0...... energy SOULCE...... eee special requirements ...............0.:.ceeee 
| 4. Number of communications to be made.............. 
ty ac Materials ornk ene aa E E MNE A acu E E 
dürábility réeguirements esnie reitin an a EE ET AENEA EEN 
special instructions for working Wwith........eessessssesserereseererreserrrvrereresrartresrseesenete 
6. Tools, supplies and equipment ..........cccccccsscceecetseseeeeceeeeeea reese neea senses essa eseae ees 
17; Participating personnel -ic icevinsh.devenscsessvvesdinanesanesssservarness desea EEIN SEEEN N TS 
8. Special instructions about styles, treatments, techniques..........-.cseccsseeseeeeenneeeneeees 
_ 9. Distribution: placement.................+ method of placing................ Removal method and | 
Da E cc fecasteecssseewsioternineeins SOL ARG -cessscenssiesisees personnel needed... eerren 
10. Costs: total... pEr itemM..ssessereseseesese per person reached... 
OLE Time schedule: start... key deadlines............sc00- COMPILE... cee | 
12. Names and addresses of participating people and organizations 


| How much of this information is relevant to making a communication project in some | 
traditional medium in your area? What more would you need to know? If appropriate, fill | 


| out the specifications for your own project. | 
l : aoe aa 
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Step 12: Making content visible 
When you put visuai messages together, you are visualizing meaning. Bear 
in mind how your audience refers to ideas with images, colours, shapes 
materials and so forth (see Morris’s ‘semantic dimension’). Try to plan 
these elements so that they have the right effect, or ‘pragmatic dimension’. 
You will be doing this by using visual syntax, and so we will look at that 
dimension now in detail, from the smallest element through to organizing a 
page, a publication or a series. 

As we have si `œwn, culture influences visual communication in many 
ways, and different visual languages, just like verbal ones, may make 
various visual statements. Nevertheless, some ways to look at and work 
with visual syntax can help. In time, we may find they are part of that 
deeper similarity that linguists teli us verbal languages share, which is 
based on the similarity of the human brain. At this stage, nobody knows 
for sure. 

Most how-to-do-it books on drawing, photography and layout do not 
discuss why we should do what they tell us to. Many also go into more 
technical detail than we can here. Some of the most useful are listed in the 
bibliography. Even within the same culture, knowing this kind of informa- 
tion is crucial to making visuals communicate correctly. When the ideas 
were developed in a far-away place, it is even more important to know the 
reasoning behind them. All too often, people follow such books uncritically 
—and they end up designing in an alien idiom. 

The ideas you will meet here, like those in the other books, were 
developed in Europe and the United States. Up to now, very little thinking 
pertinent to visual syntax has been done anywhere else. We have picked 
out what we think you will find most useful and added some ideas of our 
own. The latter are based on our experience in the United States of 
America. Deciding how and whether they apply to you, your situation and 
your culture is the important next step, and it is up to you. 

This section is already a complicated mixture of words and pictures. We 
have not added to the complexity by putting in exercises every step of the 
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way. If your main concern is planning and evaluating visuals, we hope you 
will think about how each point applies to you. To make matters more 
specific, you may want to relate ‘hem to previously published materials. If 
you are actually making vistals. you may want to do more. As you go 
along, try visualizing your own project and examples of previous 
publications, or both, to illustrate the various points. Perhaps you will not 
be able to use all the materials for publication later, but you will learn more 
through having prepared them. In the process, you will develop your own 
unique set of visual design reference materials. Perhaps they will be the first 
based on your own culture. 

Everything we see is arranged in some way. When this arrangement 
communicates information, it is visual syntax. If we understand something 
from still photographs, sculpture, diagrams, costumes, toys, smoke, 
fireworks—the familiar endless list—they all have visual syntax. And when 
you control visual syntax, to a large extent you control how people under- 
stand your messages. 

The smallest elements of visual syntax are points and lines. They can be 
made, as they are in a drawing or painting, or they can be only perceived, 
as in a photograph or the environment itself. 


How visual syntax develops 


1. A point... e 


2. ... becomes a line. 


@ €---¢--0 


3. Lines have various directions and lengths. 
C LO ON al 
— | Ji 


4. They can be combined. 


DELCO) 
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5. From these combinations shapes emerge r 
and the semantic dimension begins. Lines | 
form recognizable geometric figures. : 


Lines form shapes representing a concept or object. 


a 

y 

% 3 ; 
¢ 


6. Shapes can be more or less realistic; they can be simplified or 
abstracted. All these variations affect meaning. 


PIIA 


They can be distorted. 


AAA 4 
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7. Information can also be conveyed within shapes. Shading, texture, con- 
trast, colour and patterning are some of the graphic techniques used. 
The choice depends on what you want to get across. 


Information added through various graphic techniques. 
; A 
EA 


8. Information can also be added—and the picture made harder or easier 
to understand—by relating a shape to its background: greater or lesser 
contrast, different textures, patterns, etc. 


Black on white. -White on black. 
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With a shadow. With background setting. 


9. Syntax can be used to express certain concepts visually 

(a) Scale: often shown by placing a shape of a known size near one of un- 
known size. The human body, or some part of it, such as a head or 
| hand, is often used in this way. 


AIVAN 


a T p 
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(b) Dimensions: indicated with shading, perspective, or one of the 
orthographic drawing systems. 


Naaru eusaaaa Semeaaeuee 


Jeroen 


(c) Time: described with words, numbers or pictures in an appropriate 
diagram. 


(d) Motion: suggested by a series of still pictures, carefully chosen and 
drawn to show the process. 
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(e) Change, shown by drawings in a progression. 


And there are still other ways that shapes can be related and changed. 


) Mirroring. | | L Reversing. 


(h) Turning. _ (i) Crossing or overlapping. 


10. Colour can play a syntactical role as well. You can, for example, 
emphasize parts of a message by highlighting them, or using vivid 
colours. Other parts become less important if they are in shadow or 
weaker colours. 


122 VISUAL LITERACY IN COMMUNICATION 


11. General visual organization leads the eye through a visual com- 
munication. In large part it establishes the order in which we ‘read’ a 
visual message. It is also important in setting the relative importance of 
the different narts of that message. Such organization even influences 
the meaning derived from the way parts are related. In fact, the way a 
visual message is put together has a lot to do with what and how well it 
communicates—and to whom. It is such an important part of visual 
design that we will look at it further, from several perspectives. 


A. Some people read from left to 
right, down the page 


C. Strong directional devices can D. Shapes can also direct the eye 
direct the eye 
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Unless there is some more pressing consideration, visual messages 
ought generally to ‘read’ in the same direction as the audience’s written 
language, from left to right, or right to left, or top to bottom, etc. 
Although non-verbal messages can be comprehended more flexibly 
than words, people get used to taking in visual messages in set ways. 
Literate peopie already read in one direction, and illiterates hardly 
need to learn to read in two at once! 

Many people design visual messages automatica!ly to suit their own 
patterns of comprehension, without thinking that their audience may 
have another. Perhaps, for example, you have seen films where most of 
the action on the screen goes from top left to bottom right, like a Euro- 
pean language written on a page. We have seen some like that, made 
expressly for people whose language is read in a different direction. 

You can get other ideas to help you design effectively from scientific 
study of perception, and still more from your own culiure itself. First, 
let us borrow from the scientists. 


Tips from Gestalt psychology. Many visual designers in Europe and the 
United States think the studies of the Gestalt psychologists in visual 
perception provide a basis for visual grammar or syntax. Some evidence, 
however, suggests that some of the principles may not be as universal as 
has been assumed. We have chosen some that we think are most useful, but 
keep checking them with your visual inventory. 

The way we perceive visual information, according to this school of 
scientists, is based on discrimination. Before we can receive visual informa- 
tion, we must be able to discriminate the shapes that carry it from their 
background. 
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This fundamental distinction is called figure-ground. The figure, of 
course, is the shape. The ground is what it is seen against, or discriminated 


from. 


We see figures even when they are not, in fact, complete. For our eyes 
tend to connect points, lines and colour cues to make shapes. This tenden- 


cy is called closure. 


What makes us recognize shapes or, in Morris’s terms, gives them their 
semantic dimension? The Gestaltists say there are two principles. One is 
familiarity. That is, it is the shape of something we already know (made, of 
course, in a visual syntax we understand). 
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When shapes are not familiar, we rely on similarity, or relate them to 
shapes we do know. We look at clouds, for instance, and say we can see 


the shape of a tree, or a dog, or a tractor-trailer. We are searching for 
similarity. . 


Even these basic concepts suggest several principles for visual designers. 
For instance, it is important to use enough contrast between figure and 
ground to make the shapes of the main information clear. These shapes do 
not always have to be complete—although, for clarity, they should be 
strongly suggested. Use familiar shapes, and you can expect them to com- 
municate semantic meaning. When shapes are not familiar, realize that 
people will tend to think in terms of shapes they do know. (This may be one 
reason why visual metaphors are so popular in many cultures.) 

The Gestaltists have also studied many more complex visual relation- 
ships. Here are some of their findings that may help you control visual 
syntax: 

1. The size of shapes, both in relation to each other and in relation to the 
viewer, influences how they are perceived. For instance, people see 
larger shapes first. Also, the larger of two shapes tends to seem more 
important. Thus, you can use the relative size of shapes to control both 
the order in which your audience ‘reads’ a visual message and the 
relative importance of visual information in a design. 
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2. The space between shapes influences the way they are perceived. 
Isolating a shape can make it seem more important. Crowding other 
shapes near it can make it seem less important. 


3. The proportion of figure to ground can make shapes seem large when 
there is littie ground; or smali when there is much ground. 


: Z — 
DNAD 


4. Proximity: grouping items close to each other relates them within the 
message. They may be seen as similar or contrasting. 
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5. Redundance: when details in a picture support the main idea, they are 
called redundant, but they reinforce the message to make it clearer. 
Details that are not redundant only confuse the viewer. Often in the 
debate between drawings and photographs, the choice itself is not as im- 
portant as how well this matter of redundance is attended to. In photos, 
irrelevant details frequently get out of hand. Often the opposite problem 
happens with drawings: they do not include enough reinforcement of the 
main message. 

Another important way to make visuals communicate clearly is also 
shared by drawings and photographs. Pictographs and high-contrast 
photographs both drop out details and emphasize a strong main shape. 
As always, the choice depends on what you want to communicate and 
what your audience understands. 


This photograph uses redundant This drawing is also redundant. 

detaiis to show new construction. By dropping out details, it focuses 

It also describes the setting and more on the main subject. 

through their clothing, gives the However, it does not say as much 

identity of the workers. about the setting or the workers, 
and it lacks the feeling of reality of 
a photograph. 


Cultural aspects of visual organization. There seem to be strong underlying 
principles of visual design in many cultures. These principles show up in 
many forms—in fabric designs, building and town plans, pictures, and in 
many other places. Both your visual designs and the over-all plan, or 
layout, of visual messages should be made according to your audience’s 
preferred principles of visual organization. 

In many cultures, visual messages are organized symmetrically. That is, 
the parts mirror, or reflect, each other on either side of an imaginary line 
drawn through the middle. Sometimes this line, or central axis, runs from 
top to bottom; sometimes it goes from side to side; sometimes two axes go 
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Symmetry: early American folk Symmetry: Eskimo print 

art 

both ways. Many art forms and much of the architecture in Western Asia. 
parts of Africa and much of Europe before modern times are built on 


symmetry. You do not have to look long at a Chinese or Japanese painting, 
though, to see that it is put together asymmetrically. 


Structural analyses of some symmetrical arrangements 


Central axis Central axis, more complex 
composition 
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Two axes Diagonal axis 
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At first glance, asymmetrical compositions may seem random. However, 
if they are successful, they achieve visual balance, harmony and tension 
through the way different sizes and shapes are related within the whole 
space. Working asymmetrically can require more sensitivity to shapes and 
space than the more formal, easily applied, principle of symmetry. 
Designing this way can be more flexible too. If your audience is used to 
asymmetry, you Can use it to call attention to the most important parts of 
your message through layout. 

A good way to arrange space asymmetrically is to add one visual item at 
a time. Think about the effect of each one on the whole. When the ancient 
Chinese added their seals to paintings, they did just this, and studied the 
composition a long time to find the right place. You, too, can be such a 
connoisseur. Or if you prefer, you can think in terms of modern Western 
mobiles, those hanging sculptures that balance sizes and shapes 
asymmetrically. In working two-dimensionally, you can balance psy- 
chological weight in the same way that they balance physical weight. 


Examples of asymmetry 


ON : Yay 


iF m, Wy, WOLY 


i 
LL : 
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African metal panel (Yoruba) Japanese screen 
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An asymmetrical structure can be used in endless ways—from tighiiy con- 
trolled to open compositions. Here are a few examples: 


L 
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A good way to divide space is to establish a set of proportions for all the 
shapes within a composition or series of compositions. Doing this helps to 
co-ordinate the parts. This technique is particularly useful for relating com- 
positions in a series 


Composition based on a square, An asymmetrical layout using this 
which can be subdivided. This composition 

arrangement can be symmetrical 

or asymmetrical. 


Space divided into one-third and Layout based on this ratio 
two-thirds, horizontally and ver- 

tically. This always produces an 

asymmetrical arrangement. 
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Getting it together: layout. The term ‘layout’ usually means a visual plan 
for a printed page or series of pages. Typically, a layout combines several 
pieces, such as text, headlines, drawings, photographs, diagrams, etc. Many 
people do not realize that when they arrange these pieces they are really 
controlling information. A layout guides the viewer’s eye through the page 
and determines how he will ‘read’ it. Everything we said about the over-all 
design of a visual applies to the page it is placed on as well. To help your 
audience ‘get the message’ easily, try to make your layouts express the 
relationships between the parts simply, clearly and in arrangements they 
are used to. 


Grid systems and design manuals. Modern graphic designers often build 
their layouts on one single, basic measurement in order to establish clarity 
and order. The idea is not new. Hindu classical sculpture is based on the 
tala, or length and width of the middle finger. Ancient Egyptians used 
another unit. There may be other basic units, and some of them could even 
be in use today. If your audience seems to use one, you would do well to 
think about adopting it. 

When they design for print reproduction, modern designers usually start 
with the size of one letter, made in a type face to be used in the body of the 
text. The text is then composed to different line lengths to various depths in 
multiples of this unit making larger blocks of type with different shapes. 
Then, when similar kinds of information are used, they are put into blocks 
of the same shape. 

You can make a similar grid system with graph paper by drawing 
different shapes, all based on the smallest size square. That square will 
probably not be the same size as a small letter, or some traditional unit, but 
it will provide some uniformity. 

More and more companies, agencies and organizations are extending 
this principle further by creating design manuals. These contain basic 
layouts derived from grid systems to be used with different kinds of their 
printed materials, or materials published in a series. The manuals set stan- 
dard units of different sizes, and specify the kind and size of type to use 
with each one. Then these design components identify similar information 
wherever it is used. In addition, some manuals establish a symbol that 
becomes a kind of visual metaphor for the organization, and sometimes a 
set of other identifying symbols as well. 

Designing with a manual is much faster than making each layout 
separately, for many of the design decisions have already been made. 
A manual can co-ordinate many different printed materials. such 
as stationery, invoices, pamphlets, advertising, packaging, exhibitions. 
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Steps in making a typographic grid plan 


l. First, organize all the visual materials 
you will need—words, pictures, etc. Decide 
what size you will need for the copy text. 
Using a letter selected from this size, plus its 
leading, as the basic unit, draw an inked 
grid plan. Here is a detail of a unit grid. 


2. This basic unit is then enlarged into 
modules for determining column widths, 
placement of art, and the margin system for 
the plan. Here is a small detail of a grid 
that shows a basic module. 


3. The modules then carry various sizes of 
words and pictures. Here is a sample single 
page layout made on a unit grid plan. 


4. Numerous variations are possible when you use a grid system. At the 
same time, many elements can be coordinated in a consistent manner. 
Grids are particularly helpful when producing many pages for pamphlets 
or books. Here are four pages showing variations in the use of a grid. 
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multi-media presentations, etc. It can also establish visual continuity for 
projects such as magazines and other publications in a series. If your group 
needs such visual co-ordination or continuity, think about setting up a design 
manual. 


If your project is to be printed, think about whether a grid system and/or 
design manual would be appropriate. If it would and if you have time, set 
up such a uniform system, or part of one. Then lay out a page or series of 


pages. 


Checking the visuals. It is important to keep your purpose in mind as you 

work. From time to time, check to make sure each drawing, photograph, 

etc., is doing the right job. When you are very close to your own work, 

someone else’s view can be valuable. So occasionally ask another team 

member to look over what you are doing. On small projects, this can be 

done informally. Larger ones often have review and evaluation periods 

built ir. Here are some questions to think about: 

1. Have visual specifications (Step ! 1) been met? 

2. Do the visuals show, simply and clearly, the content that was planned 
for them? | 

3. Is the method and treatment appropriate: (a) for the content? (b) to the 
audience? 

4. Are the visuals made well? 


Step 13: Production—from preparation to finished product 

The materials you have made must now be completed. If they are to be 
reproduced, make them ready for that process. The details to take care 
of will vary with different media and production processes, as well as with 
your own situation. Here, though, are a few steps you should probably 
attend to: 

Final review: Go over all the visual materials. Make sure everything is 
complete. Check again to see that each piece fits the visual specifications, 
and that nothing has been left out. 

Finished art: Put every visual into its final state. If it is not going to be 
reproduced, complete it. Then put all the pieces together and put the 
finished project in place. If it is to be reproduced, get it ready for the first 
step in the process. Needless to say, this means knowing the requirements 
of the process. Drawings, for instance, should be ready for the photocopy 
machine, if they are to be reproduced in that way. Written text must be 
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typed or otherwise made very legible, so that the typesetter can deal with it. 
And so forth. 


Reproduction instructions. If the rest of the work will be done by 
technicians, you need to write some instructions for them. Be sure to use 
terms that fit the technical process they will use, and language they under- 
stand. And if a system for making these directions already exists—a 
printer’s system for marking copy for example—be sure to use it. There 
will be less room for misunderstanding. 

Much of the information will come from the visual specifications (Step 
11), but you may want to add to them, or change some, or even make some 
final changes in some of the visual material. Perhaps, for example, a 
‘ photograph ought to be printed lighter, or darker, or an illustration should 
be reversed. You will also add instructions about the typography at this 
stage. In addition to type size and face (already specified), decide on exact 
column width and spacing between the lines (‘leading’) to make the text fit 
the space allotted to it in the layout. Put all these directions as close as you 
can to the piece of the project they pertain to. 


Print production. The accompanying box gives a brief description of how 
text and visual materials are converted into print. It should help you to 
work with a printer, following the procedures he uses. You can find more 
detail about the printing process in books on printing, and on layout design. 
Some are listed in the bibliography. 


CONVERTING A LAYOUT TO PRINT: 
A TYPICAL SEQUENCE 


l. Make a final, precise layout. It 
should indicate accurately where 
every item should be placed on the 
page, but the visuals and copy do not 
have to be put within the spaces. 
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2. Prepare the visual and verbal 
material to fit the layout. 


Visuals: drawings should be in inked lines or 
tones; (b) all photographs should be in a 
form that can be reproduced by your chosen 
method—if in doubt, check withthe printer; 
(c) scale each item to fit the layout, and in- 
dicate the finished size; (d) attach specific 
directions to the printer about any special 
reproduction techniques to use, such as 
screens, halftones, etc. 

Verbal material: fit the copy to the space 
allotted in the layout. Specify beside each 
block or line the type size and face, column 
width, and ‘leading’ to be used between 
lines. 


3. Check the proofs. At several stages of the 
printing process, you should receive proofs 
that show what has been done. Their kind 
and number depend on the process being 
used (and have been agreed upon in Step 
11). Usually text and visuals are first 
reproduced separately and later placed 
together; usually there are more proofs of 
type than of illustrations. Go over all proofs 
carefully. Mark errors according to the 
system furnished by the printer, so they can 
be corrected before the next step. 
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4. Prepare the final form for printing. The way this is done depends on the printing 
process used and how the printing plate will be made, so be sure to check with the 
printer. 


Camera-ready. Some of the newer offset and silk screen methods use photographic film upto 

the final stage of platemaking. For such a process: 

(a) Using camera-ready reproduction proofs, paste ail type and all visuals that can be 
reproduced in line (i.e. do not use shading) into position accurately on a ‘mechanical’, 
or key-line plate. This will then be photographed, and a printing plate made from the 
film. 

(b) Do not paste in photographs or drawi:.zs which include tones, for ‘screens’ must still 
be made (by the printer) to reproduce the tones. Instead, indicate their size, shape and 
position exactly on the mechanical, key them to it, and attach them. The printer may 
then make a ‘brown print’, or proof, showing how everything fits together. If 
necessary, you can still make corrections before the final printing. 


Hot metal. In many older kinds of letterpress, and those used in smaller presses and 
gravure, printing plates are made by locking the elements together mechanically. 
These ‘forms’ can then be photographed or cast in metal to make the firal plate. If 
your project is going to be printed by such a process, you do not have to make 
mechanicals. The printer puts together each page according to your layout. So just 
make sure everything that goes into each layout—and the layout itself—is accurate 
and free of error. 
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If you will be doing this job, prepare your own project or a few pages of some other 
for printing. If it is to be used, carry it through all the stages of printing, if at all 
possible. 


FOLLOWING THROUGH 


Step 14: Making a final check 
When a project is finished, always check it over. Look over visual objects 
made in small numbers carefully. You can also preview performances, and 
view wall paintings, etc., on site. When large quantities have been made, as 
in print, you cannot go over every item, but you can check some of them. 
Make sure that bindings and folding have been done correctly. 

If you have made some project, check it over. 


DISTRIBUTION AND FEEDBACK 


Step 15: Distribution 
Now it is time to put the distribution plan into action, as established in 
Step 6. Make sure that your material is getting through to the right people. 


Step 16: Assessing response and evaluating feedback 

We hope this monograph has helped you design and make materials that 
get the right response from the right people. If what you do is inventive, 
creative, beautiful, inexpensive, and so forth, as well, we are glad—just so 
iong as it is not like the lovely posters that the literacy teacher in Chapter I 
thought were only decorations! If you have collected a visual inventory and 
used it in the process we have outlined, we do not think that will happen. 
Nevertheless, you need to know how well you succeeded. Then you can 
build on your successes and avoid repeating mistakes. And so you need 
feedback. 

You can use several of the techniques from Chapter II to get it. You can, 
for example, watch how people react tc, or use, your project. You can also 
talk to them and find out what your project, or some part of it, means to 
them, how they feel about it, what they will do because of it, etc. Some 
projects even have ways to respond built in. Radio and television develop- 
ment clubs, for example, often ask members for reports. Maybe you set up 
some such way to get feedback when you decided what the project should 
accomplish in Step 7. 
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Valuable as it is, such uncontrolled feedback does not tell you how 
representative the responses are. Often only the people who like your effort 
bother to let you know. Also, if you ask people what they think, they may 
tell you what they think you want to hear! It is much better to find some 
objective, controlled way to evaluate response. 

What you can do depends, of course, on many circumstances that can- 
not be foreseen. However, we strongly recommend (once more!) using an 
evaluation method from the monograph on the subject in this series, or 
from some expert you consulted during your research. This is most 
successful if a way to evaluate was built into the project from the begin- 
ning; sometimes doing so is not hard. A series of lessons, for example, can 
include exercises that show how well people have learned them. (You may 
have to test later, though, to find out how much they retain.) But even when 
you have to do something extra, it is cheaper to evaluate your materials 
than to spend money making those that do not really work. 

Whatever evaluation method you use, try to separate the visuals from 
the rest of the message at some stage. Many ways to evaluate educational 
materials fail to do this, which means that there is no way to find out for 
sure how well different components within the message performed. 

Maybe you cannot test every drawing and photograph. Ther try to pick 
out the most important and representative graphic methods and treatments 
(if your project was printed) and some of she most important jobs the 
visuals were meant to do (decided in Step 10). You may. want to classify 
these visual functions to make them easier to work with. Here are some 
suggested categories: informing or giving information; describing; creating 
a mood; giving directions (telling how to do something, or go somewhere, 
for example); persuading; teaching or providing practice for a skill. 

Sometimes finding an objective way to assess how well visuals did their 
jobs is not hard. You can see easily, for example, if people learned to make 
a good letter ‘o’, or operate a machine correctly. You can also find out fair- 
ly easily if people learned information, such as using new sources of protein 
for example. If the visual job is less definite (though still important), such as 
creating a mood, you may need more ingenuity. 

And how can you find out if the responses you evaluate are typical? The 
easiest way, of course, is to make the visual evaluation part of a larger 
scheme that takes the problem into account. If your project is small, you 
can go through all the responses. The field worker we introduced earlier did 
that, essentially, after each lesson. But if you have to evaluate a larger 
project on your own, you shciiid try to do random sampling. The evalua- 
tion monograph in this series or a handbook on social science research can 
tell you much more about that than we can here. In essence, though, 
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random sampling tries to make sure that the responses you evaluate do not 
represent one small, atypical part of the responses. A very simple way to 
use this technique is to assign each response, or person you might meet, a 
number. Then look at, or talk to, every fifth, tenth, or hundredth, etc. 


Decide on a way to evaluate your visuals as objectively (but simply) as you 


can. Can you base the evaluation on any kind of feedback already provided 
by the project? 


Summary 


And here is what we hope you will find: 


something 
(the right thing) 


received feedback 
evaluated it 

and so you can build 

on your success 


pescns 
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